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    In the Great Zhou Kingdom, within the boundaries of Tongzhou.

    It was the height of July, with the scorching sun blazing overhead. The intense sunlight filtered through the dense, leafy branches of the forest, casting dappled shadows on the ground below, while the incessant chirping of cicadas rose and fell without pause.

    Five men dressed in fitted clothing, with long sabers at their waists and riding tall horses, escorted two luxurious carriages along the packed dirt road through the dense forest. The wheels crushed dry branches and fallen leaves, producing a series of crisp sounds.

    Two maidservants walked alongside the carriages, while inside one carriage sat a man and woman. The man appeared to be in his twenties, with sword-like eyebrows and bright eyes, quite handsome. At this moment, he was toying with a waist token inscribed with "Jing'an Guard Junior Banner Pei Shaoqing," his brow furrowed with gloom.

    "Husband, we've been traveling for many days now. Why can't you let it go? Father only sent you to Tongzhou in a moment of anger. Once his temper cools and the trouble you caused in the capital dies down, he'll naturally summon you back," said the woman beside him, seeing his appearance. Her delicate eyebrows knitted slightly as she bit her moist, tender red lips helplessly, patiently offering gentle comfort.

    She was about the same age as the young man, with jade-white skin and small, delicate features. A small mole adorned her chin, and the pearl hairpins and ornaments in her hair jingled softly as the carriage occasionally swayed. Her light purple dress wrapped around her curvaceous figure, her ample bosom trembling slightly with the bumping motion. The oppressive heat caused beads of fragrant sweat to form on her forehead, her cheeks flushed pink.

    Though young, as a newly married woman, she already possessed the mature charm of a wife, yet her every movement and smile still retained traces of girlish innocence. This combination made her all the more alluring.

    "Hmph!" Pei Shaoqing snorted coldly, casually tossing the waist token aside as he said angrily, "Not only did he banish me to Tongzhou right after my wedding, but he only gave me the position of Junior Banner in the Jing'an Guard—such a tiny sesame seed of an official post! It makes me wonder if I'm really his biological son!"

    Listening to her husband's complaints, Xie Qingwu felt both annoyed and helpless. Wasn't this all because of the enormous trouble you caused in the capital? Otherwise, why would this young lady have to suffer being uprooted from home to accompany you to distant Tongzhou?

    Besides, though the position of Junior Banner in the Jing'an Guard might be small, it wasn't something just anyone could obtain. After all, this was the Emperor's personal guard, prestigious and powerful. Even ordinary constables commanded respect, let alone a seventh-rank Junior Banner.

    Her husband had never even entered the threshold of martial arts. If not for family connections, he wouldn't even qualify to join the Jing'an Guard. Yet here he was, still complaining. Sigh, who told her to marry him?

    "Please choose your words carefully, husband," Xie Qingwu suppressed her impatience, reminding him as if coaxing a child.

    "Enough, stop lecturing me," Pei Shaoqing said impatiently. This woman was beautiful enough, but she always wanted to control him—like marrying a mother. He pocketed the waist token and exhaled, consoling himself: "Small official position or not, as long as my father holds high office, that's what matters. With my status, who in Tongzhou would dare suppress me? In the capital, I was constrained in everything I did. I couldn't even kill someone on the street without them being some imperial relative, forcing me into exile. But in Tongzhou, the sky is high and birds fly freely. I can kill whichever of those mud-legged peasants I want. I just hope this wretched place hasn't been completely drained dry, so I can still squeeze out some profit."

    "Husband, you mustn't think like that..." Xie Qingwu was about to advise him to be more restrained when a sharp whistle pierced the forest silence. Immediately, several arrows came flying through the air—some embedded in the carriage walls, others shot directly inside. One arrow landed right between the couple, and both stared at the quivering arrow shaft with ashen faces, momentarily speechless.

    "Enemy attack! Protect the young master and madam!"

    "What bandits dare! Are you tired of living?"

    Though caught off guard, the five guards reacted swiftly, calmly using their bodies to shield the carriage while drawing their weapons to deflect the arrows.

    "Charge!"

    The arrow rain ceased, and accompanied by urgent hoofbeats and battle cries, over twenty bandits dressed in various garb came galloping out from the forest on both sides.

    "Kill them all!" shouted the masked bandit leader charging at the front.

    "How dare you! We are from the Wei—" one guard began to identify himself, but the masked leader paid no heed. Without slowing his horse, he drew his bow and nocked an arrow. Whoosh! The arrow left the string, piercing the speaking guard's throat. The massive impact sent his body tumbling from his horse, dead on the spot.

    "The chief's archery is divine!" the bandits cheered, their morale soaring as they rushed forward eagerly. The remaining four guards fearlessly charged to meet them. Though their martial skills far exceeded those of the bandits, they were outnumbered. After desperately killing a dozen or so bandits, they all perished.

    The two maidservants had also died early in the chaotic battle.

    A group of bandits rode their horses in triumphant circles around the carriage, their hoofbeats raising clouds of dust.

    Inside the carriage, the couple heard the chaotic cheering outside, and both their hearts sank.

    Xie Qingwu's face was deathly pale as she instinctively looked to her husband for support. "Hus... husband..."

    "You! Go out and take a look," Pei Shaoqing interrupted her, trembling as he pushed her toward the exit.

    Xie Qingwu stared in disbelief. "Husband!"

    "Stop wasting words! Hurry up!" Pei Shaoqing scolded harshly, even using his feet to kick her out.

    Before marrying into the Pei family, Xie Qingwu had known her husband was neither scholarly nor martial, only knowing how to frequent brothels, drink, and gamble. But believing in the saying "marry a rooster, follow the rooster; marry a dog, follow the dog" and thinking she could reform this mud into something worthwhile, she had still tried to be a virtuous wife after marriage, gritting her teeth and enduring his various absurdities and failings.

    But at this moment, her heart truly turned cold.

    Tears glistened in Xie Qingwu's eyes as she bit her red lips hard, staring intently at Pei Shaoqing. After a long moment, seeing that he remained unmoved and continued urging her, she finally gave up hope. With a bitter, desolate laugh and resolute eyes, she lifted the curtain and crawled out.

    "Ah!"

    She had barely emerged from the carriage and hadn't yet steadied herself when someone grabbed her and yanked her down, causing her to fall awkwardly to the ground with a cry of pain, her facial expression contorting from the impact.

    "Hiss~ What a beautiful little lady," the bandit who had pulled her down gasped in amazement, turning to look at their leader. "Chief, how should we handle her?"

    Lying on the ground with disheveled hair and soiled dress, Xie Qingwu instinctively looked up. In her line of sight, the bandit leader sat astride a tall black horse, his frame more imposing than her husband's. Though she couldn't see his face clearly, his eyes were bright and piercing, and his brow seemed somewhat familiar.

    "We're only here for money. Kill her," Xu Yuanqing said lazily from horseback, glancing at Xie Qingwu.

    This woman was indeed very beautiful—everywhere enticing, perfectly rounded, graceful and succulent. He, Xu, was certainly quite lustful, but during work hours, he never mixed business with pleasure. He couldn't let a woman interfere with serious matters.

    Xie Qingwu immediately felt as if she had fallen into an ice cave.

    She had originally feared the bandits would ravish her.

    But if the bandits weren't interested in ravishing her, that was even more terrifying.

    "Chief, you... you look at him!" At that moment, another stuttering voice rang out as a bandit dragged the soul-shattered Pei Shaoqing from the carriage and pulled him before Xu Yuanqing.

    "This... how can this be!"

    "He... and the chief... how could...?"

    The other bandits, seeing Pei Shaoqing, also stared in shock, their gazes constantly shifting between him and Xu Yuanqing, looking as if they had seen a ghost.

    Not just them—Xu Yuanqing was also shocked, because the young nobleman before him didn't just resemble him; they were at least ninety percent identical.

    He slowly raised his hand and removed the black cloth covering his face.

    Xie Qingwu's beautiful eyes widened instantly.

    "You... you you..." Pei Shaoqing was equally stunned, forgetting his fear and becoming tongue-tied.

    "To think we could be so similar," Xu Yuanqing murmured, slowly touching his own face. He frowned and looked down at Pei Shaoqing from his superior position. "Did your parents ever tell you that you had a lost twin brother?"

    He had originally been a legitimate businessman dealing in smuggling on Earth, but had died in a double-cross during a transaction several months ago and transmigrated to this world through possession. Though he had inherited the original host's career of robbing the rich to help the poor, he hadn't inherited the memories, so he truly didn't know about the original host's background.

    Could he really be a rich second-generation son who had been separated from his family?

    "No! Absolutely not! I only have one older brother," Pei Shaoqing blurted out in response.

    Xie Qingwu saw a chance for survival and quickly stood up, saying, "This gentleman, you should know that my husband is Pei Shaoqing, the youngest son of the Weiyuan Marquis, traveling to Tongzhou to take up the position of Junior Banner in the Jing'an Guard. He may not know everything about the elder generation's affairs. Besides, how could there be two people so similar in this world? Why don't you come with us to meet my father-in-law? The truth will become clear, and once you acknowledge your ancestry and return to your clan, you'll surely have a bright future. Wouldn't being an official or general be better than being a bandit in the mountains, robbing and plundering?"

    "Ah, yes, yes, yes!" Pei Shaoqing suddenly came to his senses, nodding repeatedly and speaking without thinking. "My father sowed many wild oats when he was young traveling the martial world. You might well be my half-brother with the same father but different mother!"

    "Chief..." some bandits were tempted.

    "Shut up," Xu Yuanqing scolded, falling silent in contemplation. He hadn't expected to catch such a big fish in these mountains—so big that if he dared to swallow it, he might choke to death. Moreover, could this fellow really be his biological brother?

    Seeing his prolonged silence, Pei Shaoqing, sweating profusely, desperately searched for what other bargaining chips he might have to trade for his life. His peripheral vision suddenly caught sight of his graceful wife, and his eyes lit up. He immediately stepped forward, grabbed Xie Qingwu, and pulled her in front of him, looking at Xu Yuanqing with a fawning expression. "Chief! This is my wife—her looks and figure are exceptional. I present her to you! As long as you spare my life, all my money and women are yours!"

    "Husband, how could you..." Xie Qingwu stared in disbelief, her body trembling with rage, tears streaming uncontrollably. "How can you be so shameless?"

    "Shut up! Since you married me, you belong to me! I can do whatever I want with you!" Pei Shaoqing was submissive before the bandits but struck hard at his wife. After roaring at her, he turned back to Xu Yuanqing with a fawning smile. "Chief, please accept her!"

    He wasn't afraid of losing face, only of dying. As long as he could survive, once he escaped, he had a hundred ways to kill this bandit and slaughter everyone present. Then no one would know of today's humiliation, so what was there to be ashamed of?

    Xu Yuanqing raised an eyebrow slightly, ignoring the coward who was so eager to cuckold himself, and instead looked at Xie Qingwu, who was crying like a pear blossom in the rain. His eyes flickered with an intriguing light. "Little lady, you're right. Going to be the Weiyuan Marquis's son is indeed better than being a bandit."

    Hearing this, Xie Qingwu felt no joy at the prospect of survival—she just stood there numbly.

    But Pei Shaoqing was overjoyed, thinking he had escaped disaster, and nodded repeatedly. "Exactly..."

    The next second, a blade flashed, and his voice cut off abruptly. His head flew high into the air while warm, crimson blood sprayed out, splashing on Xie Qingwu's face. The severed head fell at her feet, eyes wide open, staring at her.

    "Ah!" Caught completely off guard, Xie Qingwu screamed and staggered back two steps. Still in shock, she looked up with fear and confusion at the bandit leader.

    Under her gaze, Xu Yuanqing slowly sheathed his long sword and said with a gentle smile, "Such a wicked, cowardly, and incompetent man doesn't deserve to live, much less deserve to be the husband of such a stunning beauty as yourself. So from now on, I am the current Weiyuan Marquis's youngest son, Pei Shaoqing, and you are my wife. How about it?"

    As his words fell, without waiting for her response, he turned back and laughed heartily as he roared, "Brothers, let's take office in Tongzhou!"

    From now on, he was Pei Shaoqing!

    "Congratulations, Chief!" "Following the chief to Tongzhou to be an official and live the high life!" "Hahaha!"

    After a brief moment of bewilderment, the bandits all came to their senses, each one overjoyed, laughing heartily as they rode their horses in circles around him. Meanwhile, Xie Qingwu stood there in a daze, her face pale as paper, her body swaying as if she might collapse at any moment.

    
      

    

  
    

    A person's destiny must consider both personal struggle and historical circumstances, but ultimately it still cannot be separated from personal struggle. For example, Xu Yuanqing relied on hard work and determination to transform from a mountain bandit into the son of the Great Zhou Kingdom's Weiyuan Marquis and a Junior Banner officer of the Jing'an Guard's Tongzhou garrison.

    The bullet-riddled carriage continued forward, but the guards flanking it had increased from the original five to nine, while five corpses were now strapped to horseback, and the male master inside the carriage had been replaced.

    Xie Qingwu had already been tied up with rope.

    Not because they feared she would hurt someone, but because they feared she would commit suicide.

    However, she was bound in a shameful manner, as Pei Shaoqing, being an expert in rope arts, had used his most skilled binding technique from his previous life.

    Tortoiseshell binding!

    The coarse hemp rope had tightened the previously somewhat loose clothing on Xie Qingwu's body, making her prominent breasts even more pronounced. This caused her, having calmed down and regained her composure, to blush with shame and feel utterly humiliated. Taking a deep breath, she looked at the bandit before her and said in as peaceful a tone as possible, "Please untie me, husband."

    "Hmm?" Pei Shaoqing, who had been pondering how to threaten her into obediently cooperating with his identity substitution, raised an eyebrow, his gaze filled with surprise and suspicion.

    Xie Qingwu met his gaze calmly, suppressing the strange sensation of the hemp rope rubbing against her sensitive areas and forcing out a bright smile. She said softly, "Though you look nearly identical to my husband, you are ultimately not him. You know nothing about him. To perfectly assume his identity, you cannot do without my help. You don't need to rack your brains trying to convince or intimidate me. As long as you agree to one condition, I'm willing to cooperate in concealing your identity and help you truly achieve this substitution."

    "Why?" Pei Shaoqing's previously relaxed body couldn't help but straighten up as he looked at her with interest. "Don't say it's to save your life. I can tell you're not the type who would debase herself to survive. Could it be that you want to pretend to cooperate, lull me into complacency, then wait for an opportunity to avenge your worthless husband?"

    "You yourself called him worthless—such a cowardly, incompetent man doesn't deserve to be my husband, much less deserve my vengeance! I'm not afraid of death, but I absolutely won't die for such a coward!" Xie Qingwu's emotions became agitated when mentioning her dead husband, clearly harboring deep resentment. With reddened eyes, she said, "I never wanted to marry that waste in the first place, but it was a family alliance marriage. As a member of the family, I had no room to refuse. I had already resigned myself to trying my best to be a good wife and daughter-in-law.

    But who would have thought that after marriage, that bastard would continue to eat, drink, whore, and gamble outside, completely disregarding my feelings as his wife. Just now, he even pushed me out to face the bandits directly, and actually offered me to you to save his own miserable life! I've never seen such a cowardly, incompetent, shameless wretch! By killing him, you've actually rescued me from a sea of suffering, so not only do I not hate you for it, I'm actually somewhat grateful to you."

    Xie Qingwu had indeed suppressed too much dissatisfaction with her dead husband, venting it all in one breath. After catching her breath, she continued, "So you needn't worry that my active cooperation is meant to deceive and lull you. For me, for my Xie family, it doesn't matter who is Young Master Pei—as long as I remain Mrs. Pei!

    Therefore, this is both helping you and helping myself. From this moment on, our fates are intertwined—we prosper together or fall together."

    There is no greater sorrow than a dead heart. She felt not the slightest sympathy for that cowardly husband who deserved to die, and from now on, she only wanted to live well for herself and her family.

    Oh, this woman is quite interesting!

    "A tigress matched with a cur—fortunately, Heaven has eyes and sent me to correct this marriage," Pei Shaoqing laughed heartily, stopping his fidgeting with the Jing'an Guard waist token and saying seriously, "Now, my lady, you may tell me what your condition is."

    Xie Qingwu raised her head high, the line of her fair neck utterly graceful, her rope-bound breasts even more distinctly outlined. "You cannot touch my body."

    Agreeing to cooperate with Pei Shaoqing in playing his wife served three purposes: first, to survive; second, to escape her previous life while maintaining the status quo; third, to continue preserving the relationship between the Xie and Pei families.

    Though compared to her worthless husband, this bandit before her was ruthless and cunning, undoubtedly more reliable, and given the same background would have better prospects, she wasn't some wanton woman who could directly accept a bandit as husband and make the charade real.

    Their relationship was merely one of mutual exploitation.

    "Hahaha, my lady greatly overestimates your charm and underestimates my ambitions," Pei Shaoqing laughed upon hearing this, pointing at himself. "I am the noble son of a marquis with a bright future—how could I lack for women? Though my lady is beautiful, you're not worth sacrificing high office, generous salary, and countless beauties for one night of pleasure with you."

    This woman had great utility value and was key to whether he could successfully assume this false identity. Before draining her remaining value, he would humor her and gradually encroach.

    "Hmph! You're celebrating too early," Xie Qingwu looked at his expression and immediately threw cold water on him. "High office and generous salary? Bright future? Let's see if you can survive in Tongzhou long enough to return to the capital first."

    Pei Shaoqing raised an eyebrow, only now realizing something was wrong. Indeed, why would the son of a marquis be sent to Tongzhou to serve as a mere Jing'an Guard Junior Banner?

    Taking in his expression completely, Xie Qingwu said gleefully, "I'll tell you the truth—my husband caused great trouble in the capital. Though my father-in-law sent him to Tongzhou ostensibly to protect him by keeping him away from the vortex, he has also given up on him and intends to let him fend for himself."

    "What great trouble?" Pei Shaoqing blurted out.

    Xie Qingwu seemed to find it difficult to speak of, hesitating before finally saying, "While drunk, he quarreled over a woman and accidentally killed Consort Wan's nephew in full view of everyone."

    No wonder she was now willing to cooperate with Pei Shaoqing in getting herself a new husband. Following that original bastard would not only doom her but might drag her family down with him someday.

    Pei Shaoqing's expression stiffened. Everyone in the world knew that Consort Wan was the Emperor's most favored concubine. To kill her nephew and escape with his life was already extremely fortunate—returning to the capital and relying on family for promotion would be very difficult.

    Moreover, he had to guard against Consort Wan's revenge.

    Damn, he hadn't even enjoyed any benefits from assuming Pei Shaoqing's identity, but he had already inherited a huge burden.

    However, compared to being able to shed his bandit identity and take over this shell, this tiny bit of trouble was nothing.

    "If we can't return to the capital, so be it. I'm already content with this Jing'an Guard Junior Banner identity," Pei Shaoqing's face cleared of clouds as he resumed his brilliant smile.

    This was the Jing'an Guard!

    This world was called Nine Provinces, and the territory he was now in belonged to the Zhou Kingdom. The Jing'an Guard was the Great Zhou Emperor's personal army, somewhat like the Embroidered Uniform Guard of the Ming Dynasty in his previous life.

    But with even greater power and higher status, it was similarly divided into Northern and Southern Commands, directly answerable to the Great Zhou Emperor.

    Pei Shaoqing belonged to the Northern Command.

    The Northern Command was responsible for gathering military intelligence and capturing major criminals, while the Southern Command had only two duties: ceremonial guard duties and monitoring the Northern Command.

    To join the Jing'an Guard, one had to be a martial artist who had entered the threshold, have a clean background, have someone vouch for them, and pass examinations. He had now transformed from a bandit into a Jing'an Guard Junior Banner—he had already made a huge profit.

    Though this world had martial arts, even cultivating to the extreme only allowed one to become invulnerable to blades and briefly fly through the air—it couldn't grant immortality or godhood.

    Therefore, even the strongest individuals still couldn't contend with the court's armies, not to mention the court had no shortage of experts.

    Knights could not break the law through martial force and had to obey the regulations and laws established by the court. Even martial arts masters capable of projecting true qi wouldn't dare slight officials who had governmental positions but lacked the strength to truss a chicken, so being an official was very important!

    As this Jing'an Guard Junior Banner, he commanded ten capable subordinates. Though he couldn't claim to slay demons and protect the nation, it was sufficient for corruption and getting rich.

    Future days would be much more promising than being a bandit.

    Xie Qingwu immediately felt stifled. Pei Shaoqing was content to waste away in Tongzhou, but she wasn't willing to! She quickly added, "How can the blood bond between father and son be severed so easily? I estimate that once father-in-law's anger subsides, if you write a letter with some humble words, there's still a chance to return to the capital."

    "We'll see," Pei Shaoqing replied casually, dismissively. In any case, he wasn't in a hurry to return to the capital now. After a few years, when he went back, any inconsistencies between his personality and "Pei Shaoqing's," any behavioral discrepancies, would have an explanation.

    After all, even with Xie Qingwu's help, he couldn't be one hundred percent identical to Pei Shaoqing. Moreover, how long had Xie Qingwu been married? She probably didn't know many details about Pei Shaoqing's affairs.

    For a moment, Xie Qingwu didn't know what to say and could only glance at him and huff, "Suit yourself then."

    "There's still some time before we enter the city. My lady, please tell me more about what kind of person I am and what my manner of conduct is like," Pei Shaoqing said with a smile.

    Hearing him repeatedly call her "my lady" while referring to himself as "your husband," though Xie Qingwu felt somewhat ashamed and annoyed, she could only suppress her discomfort and patiently begin her account.

    "He knows no martial arts and is dissolute and arrogant..."

    Of course, she also knew well that this evil bandit before her was ruthless and merciless. She couldn't reveal everything, or once she lost her utility value, it would probably be time for her to be silenced.

    At the same time, outside the gates of Tongzhou City, a group of people were waiting for Pei Shaoqing like stones waiting for their husbands' return.

    
      

    

  
    

    Outside the gates of Tongzhou City, a group of Jing'an Guards were constantly looking toward the distance, frequently wiping sweat from their faces due to the summer heat, having clearly been waiting for quite some time.

    Leading them was a burly middle-aged man with sallow, dark skin and two small mustaches—this was Zheng Xuancheng, the Centurion of the Tongzhou Jing'an Guard garrison.

    Squad Leader Chen Zhongyi asked, "Sir, what exactly is the background of this Junior Banner? To actually trouble you to set aside official business and personally lead us out of the city to welcome him."

    "Yes, sir. What kind of golden phoenix could possibly fly to our backwater place?" Another Squad Leader, Xu Zhiyong, also pricked up his ears and chimed in from the side.

    Zheng Xuancheng looked back and, seeing that the other subordinates were some distance away from the three of them, moistened his dry lips and said, "This young master is a son of the Weiyuan Marquis's household. Do you think he's worth my welcoming?"

    "Hiss~" The two Squad Leaders exchanged glances and simultaneously sucked in a cold breath. Who didn't know that the Weiyuan Marquis's mansion had guarded the nation's borders for generations, forcing the Northern Rong not to dare venture south? The current Weiyuan Marquis was even a Transformation Realm expert wielding great power.

    The martial arts realms consisted of five levels: Body Tempering, Qi Condensation, Swimming Dragon, Transformation, and Mystical Penetration. Mystical Penetration experts were extremely rare in the current world, while Transformation Realm practitioners could already be respectfully called masters. Moreover, the Weiyuan Marquis was also a marquis—wouldn't his son be revered wherever he went?

    "Sir, something's not right," Chen Zhongyi frowned belatedly after coming to his senses. "It wouldn't be strange for such a figure to join the Jing'an Guard, but why would he come to our godforsaken place to serve as a mere Junior Banner?"

    "There's a story behind that. This young master killed Consort Wan's nephew in full view of everyone and was driven out by his family," Zheng Xuancheng replied matter-of-factly.

    Chen Zhongyi and Xu Zhiyong both detected a hint of something different in his tone. The two exchanged glances, and Xu Zhiyong said tentatively, "Sir is truly well-informed."

    "Consort Wan sent someone to tell me," Zheng Xuancheng said quietly, taking in both men's reactions.

    Chen Zhongyi and Xu Zhiyong's faces changed dramatically.

    Zheng Xuancheng revealed his true intentions: "Gentlemen, Her Consort says that if we help her resolve this heartache, we'll enjoy endless wealth, honor, high office, and generous salaries in the future. Are you content to be trapped here in mediocrity for the rest of your lives?"

    "But sir, that's a son of the Weiyuan Marquis!" Chen Zhongyi said in a lowered voice.

    Zheng Xuancheng corrected him: "A son who was banished by the Weiyuan Marquis to Tongzhou to fend for himself! Moreover, as long as we act carefully, who could trace it back to us? Besides, do you think you have the qualifications to refuse Her Consort?"

    These small figures had no right to choose from the moment they were born—only the fate of being chosen.

    Chen Zhongyi and Xu Zhiyong's expressions fluctuated between light and dark.

    "Gentlemen, put your minds at ease. It's said that this Pei Shaoqing bullied men and women and committed all manner of evil in the capital. Not only did he offend many powerful nobles, but he had long been disliked by the Weiyuan Marquis. If he truly cared for this son, how could he banish him to Tongzhou to serve as a mere Junior Banner?" Zheng Xuancheng patiently worked on their thinking. "Consort Wan's son is deeply favored by His Majesty and may very well be established as Crown Prince to inherit the throne in the future. You used to complain that this wretched place offered no opportunities—now that a chance for meteoric rise has come, why hesitate?"

    "We're willing to follow you, sir, and ease Her Consort's worries!" Finally, after the two looked at each other for a moment, they gritted their teeth and agreed.

    Compared to their immediate superior and Consort Wan, this Pei Shaoqing—a marquis's wastrel son who had committed great wrongs and been driven to Tongzhou by his family to fend for himself—was easier to deal with.

    Zheng Xuancheng revealed a satisfied smile. "Having worked with you both for so long, I knew you would make the wise choice and indeed haven't disappointed me."

    He had only revealed this matter to them now precisely to avoid giving them time and space to think it over.

    "It's all thanks to your guidance, sir," the two flattered.

    Suddenly someone cried out, "They're coming!"

    Zheng Xuancheng and the others looked up and indeed saw nine mounted escorts protecting a carriage approaching from the distance.

    Five of the horses each carried a corpse.

    "Come, quickly follow me to welcome them," Zheng Xuancheng frowned slightly then immediately relaxed, saying with a smile.

    Pei Shaoqing lifted a corner of the door curtain and watched Zheng Xuancheng leading the group toward them. The other party's excessive enthusiasm made him somewhat wary as he murmured to himself, "Visitors with ill intent indeed."

    The Jing'an Guard held high position and great power. Even though he was a marquis's son, that leading man, as his superior officer, shouldn't reasonably put himself in such a low position before him in public.

    Otherwise, how could he maintain authority and lead his troops in the future?

    When things deviate from the norm, there must be something demonic at work.

    "You're the visitor," Xie Qingwu snorted lightly.

    Pei Shaoqing ignored her, called for the carriage to stop, and lifted the curtain to prepare to disembark. Since his persona was that of a wastrel son whose body had been hollowed out by wine and women and who knew no martial arts, he even deliberately pretended to need assistance getting down from the carriage.

    Zheng Xuancheng was also momentarily stunned when he saw Pei Shaoqing's upright bearing and imposing presence. This didn't match his imagined image of a wastrel—one could only say that he was indeed worthy of being from a noble family, having been born with fine features.

    After a moment's pause, he resumed his smile and quickly stepped forward. "This humble one is Zheng Xuancheng, Centurion of the Tongzhou Jing'an Guard. Young Master Pei must be exhausted from the long journey."

    "Mm, Centurion Zheng is too courteous," Pei Shaoqing acted as if it were natural for the other party to welcome him.

    This arrogant attitude made Zheng Xuancheng's expression stiffen momentarily. Suppressing his displeasure, he looked toward the five corpses to change the subject. "Young Master Pei, these are..."

    "We encountered bandits while passing through Phoenix Mountain. I repelled them and killed five," Pei Shaoqing said calmly.

    Zheng Xuancheng inwardly scoffed. You, who know no martial arts, could repel bandits and kill five of them? How dare you give yourself such credit—it was all thanks to your guards, wasn't it?

    "Young Master's divine prowess is truly admirable!" He flattered with a face full of admiration, then had an idea. A gleam flashed in his small eyes as he smiled and said, "The bandits of Phoenix Mountain outside the city have been a menace for a long time, repeatedly attacking passing merchant caravans and local wealthy households. They're truly heinous. The county office has also tried multiple times to send troops to eliminate them, but regrettably, their leader Xu Yuanqing, nicknamed 'The Executioner,' is cunning and treacherous. Not only has he repeatedly escaped, but he's also killed and wounded many constables.

    The county office had no choice but to recently request our garrison's assistance. Who would have thought that Young Master Pei would have already dealt a heavy blow to this bandit Xu while en route to take office? This truly is Heaven's will! In my opinion, why don't we trouble Young Master to take charge of this matter?"

    "Centurion's insight is excellent. With Young Master Pei taking action, that bandit Xu has no chance of escape," Xu Zhiyong quickly chimed in.

    Pei Shaoqing's mental alarm bells immediately began ringing loudly.

    While Zheng Xuancheng was excessively flattering him by lowering his own status, he was also deliberately using words to praise him and incite him—a newcomer who didn't understand the situation—to eliminate the Phoenix Mountain bandits.

    Combined with what Xie Qingwu had said about "himself" killing Consort Wan's nephew, all these factors led Pei Shaoqing to a bold hypothesis: that Zheng Xuancheng was acting on Consort Wan's orders to use the bandits' hands to kill him.

    Even taking a step back, even if Zheng Xuancheng wasn't acting on Consort Wan's orders, this was clearly meant to harm him.

    However... you want to use my blade to kill me?

    Heh, then I'll play along with you.

    Murderous intent filled his heart, but his surface remained unmoved as he put on an appearance of being carried away by the flattery. "Haha, no problem, no problem. A mere group of third-rate mountain bandits—I could eliminate them with a wave of my hand."

    "Young Master has such spirit!" Zheng Xuancheng clapped in praise, then gestured forward. "The journey must have been exhausting. Lodgings have been arranged. Please go rest first, Young Master, and we'll hold a welcome banquet for you tonight."

    "Mm." Pei Shaoqing nodded slightly, walking ahead with his chest out and head high. When they reached the city gate, he stopped to look at the wanted posters posted above, pointing to one showing a full-bearded portrait. "This is the Phoenix Mountain bandit leader Xu Yuanqing? He looks like this?"

    How would I know what I look like?

    "To be honest, that bandit Xu always kills all witnesses and is extremely cautious, covering his face with a black cloth so no one knows his true appearance. This portrait was merely drawn based on market rumors. There are even legends that he has a green face with protruding fangs and stands ten feet tall," Zheng Xuancheng replied with a shake of his head.

    "I see." Pei Shaoqing showed understanding, then laughed heartily. "But soon I'll tear off that face covering and let everyone see his true appearance."

    "Naturally. I'll congratulate Young Master Pei on his success in advance," Zheng Xuancheng said with a smile.

    "Haha, after you, Centurion Zheng!"

    "Young Master first, please."

    Though Tongzhou City wasn't large, it was quite bustling.

    "Candied hawthorn~ Candied hawthorn here!"

    "Young master, come in and play, come on~"

    The streets were crowded with pedestrians, vendors calling out their wares, children chasing and playing, with sounds of disputes, laughter, and roosters crowing all competing for attention.

    The group paraded through the streets like prowling tigers, causing people to avoid them. Finally, they stopped in front of a rather respectable-looking residence. Zheng Xuancheng said to Pei Shaoqing in a fawning manner, "Young Master, this residence belongs to this humble one. It's been vacant for some years, so please use it temporarily. The servants have all been arranged. I hope you'll be satisfied."

    "Then I thank Centurion Zheng." Pei Shaoqing accepted it as a matter of course, naturally saying, "Centurion Zheng and everyone else have worked hard too. Please go back and rest."

    Zheng Xuancheng wanted to curse. This bastard was too arrogant and unreasonable! I'm giving you a mansion, yet you won't even invite me in for a drink of water before dismissing me. No wonder your own father can't stand you and banished you to this backwater place.

    If it weren't for the need to deceive Pei Shaoqing by pretending to flatter him, Zheng Xuancheng wouldn't bother serving him.

    "Yes, please rest well, Young Master. Tonight we'll drink until drunk. Farewell." Zheng Xuancheng remained composed on the surface, then directly led everyone away after speaking.

    After walking some distance, Chen Zhongyi, who had been holding back his anger, finally vented his displeasure. "Sir, this Pei fellow is too arrogant. Not only did he never give us a proper look, but he clearly didn't put even you in his eyes."

    "It's best if he doesn't put us in his eyes. The more respectful we are to him, the more he'll let his guard down around us. Even if something unfortunate happens, no one will suspect us," Zheng Xuancheng stroked his small mustache unhurriedly, appearing confident.

    Xu Zhiyong asked tentatively, "Does sir have other plans in having him assist the county office in bandit suppression?"

    "Conceal Pei Shaoqing's identity and give Xu Yuanqing a heads up to let him die at the bandits' hands. Then we'll kill the bandits to avenge him," Zheng Xuancheng said with a dark expression and sinister tone.

    "Sir is brilliant!" Chen Zhongyi flattered, then voiced his concern. "The guards around Pei Shaoqing are all skilled fighters. Aside from Xu Yuanqing, the Phoenix Mountain bandits are ultimately just a group of third-rate criminals. I fear they'll have difficulty taking his life."

    "I recall that Squad Leader Xu just broke through to the peak of Body Tempering Realm recently?" Zheng Xuancheng didn't answer directly but casually mentioned something seemingly unrelated.

    Xu Zhiyong immediately understood. "This subordinate comprehends."

    
      

    

  
    

    "Welcome, Master."

    As soon as Pei Shaoqing brought Xie Qingwu and the others through the mansion's main gate, a group of men and women all bowed in greeting.

    "You may all rise," Pei Shaoqing said indifferently.

    "Thank you, Master," everyone said in unison.

    A slightly plump, honest-looking old man at the front bent his waist and stepped forward, keeping his head lowered as he respectfully introduced himself: "Master, Madam, this humble one is surnamed Chen with the given name Youfu, and I am the steward of this residence."

    "Youfu—that name isn't humble at all. Among so many people, only you are fortunate enough to serve me," Pei Shaoqing casually commented, displaying his arrogance, then continued impatiently, "I've been traveling all day and am covered in dust. Old Chen, first arrange for someone to take my wife and me to change clothes. Also, have the luggage moved to our room and arrange proper lodging and food for my guards."

    "Yes, Master. Hot water has been prepared for you and Madam long ago," Chen Youfu bowed slightly, then turned back and called out vigorously, "Two of you go outside to bring in the luggage. Cui'er, Liu'er, you two attend the Master and Madam to their room for washing and changing."

    "Yes." Four servants walked toward the door, while two pretty maids of sixteen or seventeen lowered their heads and came before Pei Shaoqing and Xie Qingwu, bowing respectfully and saying, "Master, Madam, please come inside."

    Pei Shaoqing nodded slightly and strode forward with his head held high.

    Xie Qingwu followed closely behind him.

    Chen Youfu stared at their retreating figures for a while before withdrawing his gaze, turning to smile at the nine warriors before him: "Gentlemen, please follow me."

    Pei Shaoqing and Xie Qingwu followed the two maids into a bedroom where, through an exquisite screen, they could vaguely see a steaming large bathtub behind it.

    "Master, where should we put these?" At the same time, several servants carrying boxes of luggage entered.

    "Just put them there," Pei Shaoqing casually pointed to a spot, then looked at the maids and said, "You may all withdraw. Having my wife attend my bath will suffice."

    "Yes." The servants responded and withdrew from the room, gently closing the door behind them.

    "Being accustomed to the life of a commoner, pretending to be a rich young master is truly exhausting," Pei Shaoqing twisted his neck and exhaled, then looked at Xie Qingwu. "You first, or me first?"

    "Me first, of course. I don't want to use your leftover bathwater," Xie Qingwu said matter-of-factly.

    Pei Shaoqing blinked. "Fine, I don't mind using my wife's leftover bathwater anyway. But please don't secretly urinate in the water."

    "You... shameless!" Xie Qingwu was both angry, embarrassed, and speechless. How could she possibly do something so shameful as urinating while bathing? She spat again, "Truly disgusting."

    Seeing her reaction, Pei Shaoqing laughed heartily. "It was just a jest. My lady can always have someone change the water."

    Xie Qingwu had indeed been so flustered by his words that she forgot this point. With a cold snort, she walked toward the screen, saying without looking back, "See no evil—don't peek."

    "My lady can rest assured. I am famous throughout this hundred-li radius as a gentleman," Pei Shaoqing said.

    He wasn't lying—a false gentleman was still a gentleman.

    Xie Qingwu paid no more attention to Pei Shaoqing. After traveling all day and experiencing such upheaval, she now only wanted a good bath to relax and change her clothes.

    Through the screen, though Pei Shaoqing couldn't see Xie Qingwu's face and body clearly, he could distinctly see her shadow as she undressed. Her garments fell away layer by layer, and even just the silhouette of her upper body's round, full curves projected on the screen was extraordinarily alluring.

    Only after Xie Qingwu entered the bathtub did he reluctantly withdraw his gaze from the screen.

    Because of the strange man's presence, Xie Qingwu bathed quickly. But after finishing, she realized that in her earlier confusion, she had forgotten to bring a change of clothes and could only ask Pei Shaoqing for help: "You... go get me some clothes."

    "Me? Who am I?" Pei Shaoqing asked.

    Xie Qingwu naturally knew what he wanted to hear. Taking a deep breath and enduring the shame, she said, "Hus... husband."

    Having escaped mortal danger, being asked to call a strange man husband was somewhat difficult to utter.

    "Say it again," Pei Shaoqing chuckled.

    Xie Qingwu closed her eyes, her face flushed as she said quietly, "Please trouble yourself to get me some clothes, husband."

    "My lady, please wait. I'll go right away." Seeing her compliance, Pei Shaoqing was finally satisfied and went to open a trunk to find her a set of dress and undergarments, draping them over the screen.

    Accompanied by the splashing of water, Xie Qingwu stood up from the bathtub, her sexy, graceful body curves casting shadows on the screen. She stepped out of the tub on her two shapely, slender legs and began carefully drying herself, putting on her garments one by one before emerging from behind the screen.

    Having just bathed, her face was dewy and rosy, as if veiled in mist, particularly charming.

    "What are you looking at?" Xie Qingwu felt embarrassed under Pei Shaoqing's stare and glared at him with feigned fierceness, but it carried no intimidation whatsoever.

    Pei Shaoqing merely smiled, withdrew his gaze, and called out, "Someone come change the water."

    "Yes," Cui'er and Liu'er responded from outside.

    After the water was changed, the two were dismissed again.

    Pei Shaoqing found an elaborate brocade robe from the luggage and went behind the screen to begin undressing.

    Hearing the rustling sounds, Xie Qingwu instinctively looked toward the sound and saw Pei Shaoqing's firm, muscular body silhouette through the hazy, semi-transparent screen.

    This completely different physique from her husband's made her blush and lose focus. Suddenly she frowned and sneered mockingly, "It seems you still don't trust me. Even while bathing, you carry weapons. Are you guarding against a weak woman like me attempting a sneak attack? How afraid of death are you!"

    "I'm not carrying any!" Pei Shaoqing was baffled.

    Xie Qingwu froze, only then realizing that the rod-shaped shadow wasn't a dagger, but rather... Her face instantly turned red as an apple, her breathing quickened, her heart raced, and her throat felt dry.

    How could it be!

    That size... wouldn't it kill someone?

    Wait! She suddenly realized that if she could see Pei Shaoqing's shadow on the screen, then hadn't he also seen her naked silhouette earlier?

    At this thought, Xie Qingwu's face instantly went pale with shame and indignation, her mind in chaos as she bit her red lips and lowered her head, her small hands tightly clutching her dress hem.

    It's fine, it's fine—he only saw shadows. At this point, she could only comfort herself with this thought.

    But she was still so angry! This detestable bandit!

    Pei Shaoqing finished bathing and changing, emerging from behind the screen. "How about it? Don't I look even more distinguished wearing your husband's clothes?"

    Though Xie Qingwu didn't want to acknowledge him, she had to admit it was true. Her husband was the same height as Pei Shaoqing but nowhere near as robust. This outfit truly made him look dignified and handsome.

    Just then, the sound of a door opening arose.

    Xie Qingwu instinctively looked toward the sound and saw a large tabby cat push open the door and walk in.

    Yes, push open—the tabby cat stood upright like a human and used its two front paws to push open the door.

    Before she could react, the tabby cat entered the room on all fours, kicked the door closed with its hind legs, ran to Pei Shaoqing, knelt down, crossed its front paws like clasped fists in salute, and spoke in human words: "Greetings, Master."

    "This is... a demon!" Xie Qingwu suddenly stood up, staring wide-eyed at the plump tabby cat.

    Her reaction wasn't unreasonable—since over a thousand years ago, demons, devils, ghosts, and monsters in this world had become increasingly rare. For many people, they were like immortals, existing only in legends and written records. With her family background and status, she had naturally seen demons before, but she never expected that this bandit Pei Shaoqing would have one by his side.

    "Bah! You woman are most impertinent! I am General Raccoon, the strategist under my master!" The tabby cat felt offended and glared angrily, leaping up to attempt a flying kick at her. But the next second, Pei Shaoqing reached out and grabbed it by the neck, leaving it dangling in midair, constantly clawing and kicking its legs. "Aiya, this pains me greatly! To lose composure before Master—this general knows his crime and begs Master's forgiveness this once."

    Pei Shaoqing darkened his face and threw it to the ground, where it splattered like a cat pancake. "Enough. Did the second-in-command have any message for you to bring? Report truthfully."

    Before coming to Tongzhou City, he had sent a subordinate back to the mountain stronghold to deliver a message to the second-in-command who stayed behind, and the fat cat was obviously sent by the second-in-command to reply.

    This cat demon was one he had rescued from a hunter's trap half a year ago. Since childhood, it had enjoyed listening to storytellers in teahouses recounting historical romances. After being saved by Pei Shaoqing, it insisted on acknowledging him as master, calling itself the wise and brave General Raccoon, constantly proclaiming it would assist him in governing the world.

    Initially, Pei Shaoqing had really thought this cat demon had great abilities, only to discover it was merely somewhat stronger than ordinary cats, faster, able to speak, and ate more.

    But it wasn't completely useless—occasionally it could serve as a scout, messenger, or spy, which was one reason he had repeatedly escaped county office raids.

    After spiritual energy depletion, this low-martial world no longer had cultivators or magic, only warriors with greatly diminished combat effectiveness. However, there were still small numbers of demons, devils, ghosts, and monsters—as rare as endangered animals—created for various reasons.

    
      

    

  
    

    "Thank you, Master, for pardoning this subject's breach of etiquette." The tabby cat nimbly got up from the ground, shook its fur like a dog, and said while wagging its head, "In reply to Master, the Cavalry General instructed you to prioritize your own safety. She will guard the imperial palace and await your orders."

    "Setting up private official ranks—are you plotting rebellion?" Xie Qingwu's face paled with shock, her eyes full of amazement. No wonder this bandit was so bold and reckless—he was actually a rebel leader.

    The next second, she suddenly rushed toward a pillar to crash into it.

    If he were merely a mountain bandit, she could still cooperate with him to survive. But if he was a rebel, for her family's sake, she couldn't have any connection with him lest they be implicated in clan extermination. In such circumstances, she would rather die.

    Damn, this girl is ruthless! Pei Shaoqing was startled. With quick reflexes, he stepped forward to block her path and pulled her into his arms, explaining with a darkened face, both helpless and speechless, "The one who wants to rebel is that cat—it has nothing to do with me. The official ranks are its own nonsensical appointments. I'm a law-abiding citizen who only robs from the rich."

    This cat had its head full of ideas about helping him govern the world, giving every bandit an official title and even self-appointing itself as both military advisor and grand general. Of course, nobody paid attention to it.

    "Master, since the secret is out, why not simply kill her as a sacrifice to our banner? Your reputation is far-reaching—with one rallying cry, bandits within a hundred li would surely follow. We could storm the capital and seize that old emperor's throne!" General Raccoon ran before him on all fours, stood upright, and said excitedly.

    "Get lost. I'll die from your mouth sooner or later." Pei Shaoqing kicked it flying and looked down at the somewhat bewildered Xie Qingwu in his arms. "See? This cat has a serious mental illness. Its words can't be taken seriously."

    "Aiya, this truly pains me greatly."

    "I can see that." Xie Qingwu instinctively nodded and replied quietly, then realized she was still being held and quickly struggled free.

    Pei Shaoqing called out sternly, "General Raccoon."

    "This subordinate is here!" The tabby cat that had been rubbing its bottom the previous second bounced up and ran forward the next.

    Pei Shaoqing pointed at Xie Qingwu. "From now on, you'll disguise yourself as an ordinary house cat and stay by her side. Help me keep a close watch on her. I want to know everything she does each day, everyone she meets, and everything she says."

    Before this woman was completely bound to him, he wouldn't fully trust her and had to monitor her. People could easily be turned, but though this cat had mental problems, it was utterly loyal to him—perfect for this position.

    As for being monitored, Xie Qingwu had been mentally prepared for it, just hadn't expected it would be a cat doing the job.

    "This... please retract your command, Master!" The tabby cat glanced at Xie Qingwu and immediately refused, its eyes full of seriousness and longing, its few multicolored whiskers trembling as it said, "This subject must still strategize for Master's imperial ambitions. With such complex affairs, how can I waste time and energy on this woman?"

    "Are you defying orders?" Pei Shaoqing's face turned cold.

    The tabby cat opened its mouth, finally slowly bowing its head and closing its eyes with difficulty. "This subject... obeys."

    Observing Xie Qingwu: "..."

    Cats have cat ailments, and humans also have cat ailments.

    "Do you know who she is?" Pei Shaoqing pointed at Xie Qingwu and asked the tabby cat. To prevent the cat from being careless in its duties, he felt it necessary to make it understand the seriousness, difficulty, and necessity of its mission.

    The tabby cat shook its head. The Cavalry General had only sent it to deliver a message but hadn't told it what had happened.

    Pei Shaoqing said seriously, "She is the daughter of the current Earl of Anning. Her husband is the youngest son of the Weiyuan Marquis, who looks extremely similar to me. I killed her husband and am impersonating him to take the position of Junior Banner in the Tongzhou Jing'an Guard garrison. Whether she remains compliant concerns my life and death."

    "So that's how it is! This subject understands! This subject understands everything!" The tabby cat's round eyes widened as it trembled with excitement, its fat flesh quivering as it breathed rapidly. "Please rest assured, Master! With this subordinate watching this woman, she won't be able to ruin your grand plan."

    So Master wasn't abandoning his imperial ambitions but taking another path—truly brilliant, truly lofty!

    "Good that you understand." Pei Shaoqing nodded and waved his hand. "Go now. Come back tonight."

    "This subordinate obeys and takes leave!" The tabby cat crossed its front paws, then went on all fours and ran away briskly.

    Only then did the quietly waiting Xie Qingwu speak up: "How do you have a demon by your side?"

    "Found it." Pei Shaoqing answered casually. Speaking of which, if he hadn't personally encountered a demon, he would have thought all the legendary gods, ghosts, and monsters in this world were fake.

    According to legends and ancient records, over a thousand years ago and even earlier, demons and devils roamed the world and qi cultivators were common. But later, for unknown reasons, spiritual energy suddenly depleted. Cultivators and demons died one by one, and all magical techniques and secret manuals became waste paper. Only martial arts, with power returning to oneself, was passed down. Though warriors could still shatter stones and briefly fly, they could no longer hope for immortality.

    "Help me find one too." Xie Qingwu didn't believe his words at all. "Do you know that excluding those beasts that gained intelligence, there are no more than five great demons in the world today that can speak human words or even transform?"

    That cat might have mental problems, but it was still a great demon capable of human speech! How terrifying was that?

    "Uh... you might be mistaken. General Raccoon only gained intelligence and the ability to speak by accidentally consuming a strange fruit in its early years. It has no real abilities or supernatural powers. Otherwise, with such a great demon by my side, why would I need to lead people in banditry in the mountains?" Pei Shaoqing shook his head and explained.

    Xie Qingwu was stunned. Right, then said half enviously, half regretfully, "To actually encounter a strange fruit that appears once in a century—that cat truly has good fortune."

    Strange fruits—since spiritual energy suddenly depleted, miraculous flowers and fruits in this world had become increasingly rare and difficult to find.

    "I'll rest for a moment." Pei Shaoqing yawned and walked to the bed, lying down immediately.

    Xie Qingwu came to her senses and stepped forward to pull at him. "If you sleep here, where will I sleep tonight?"

    "Here too, of course. We're husband and wife—you can't expect us to sleep in separate rooms, can you? What would people think if word got out?" Pei Shaoqing opened his eyes and said.

    Xie Qingwu let go and said with a stern face, "I agreed to cooperate with you, but I absolutely cannot share a bed with you. You also promised not to touch my body."

    "Who said sleeping in the same room necessarily means sharing a bed?" Pei Shaoqing countered, then continued without waiting for her answer, "One sleeps on the bed, one sleeps on the floor."

    Seeing his frankness, Xie Qingwu, feeling she had judged a gentleman's heart with a petty person's mind, became somewhat embarrassed. "Wouldn't it be bad to make you sleep on the floor?"

    "Of course it would be bad!" Pei Shaoqing immediately sat up with a carp-like motion, staring at her righteously. "So naturally, you sleep on the floor and I sleep on the bed. Make me sleep on the floor? What are you thinking? Am I the type to sacrifice myself for others?"

    This woman really dared to dream.

    "You..." Xie Qingwu was furious, her chest heaving. Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she said through gritted teeth, "Fine, I'll sleep on the floor!"

    This bastard was indeed more courageous, resourceful, and decisive than her dead husband, but also more shameless and roguish!

    "Mm-hmm." Pei Shaoqing lay back down, adding a reminder, "You'd better stay away from me."

    "Why?" Xie Qingwu frowned and asked.

    "I'm fond of killing in my dreams."

    He had the prime minister's preferences and also the prime minister's ailment.

    Xie Qingwu was half-convinced. Was this true or false?

    ...

    After waking from his nap, the sky had already darkened. Just as Pei Shaoqing was about to ask Xie Qingwu what time it was, there was a knock at the door.

    "Master, Centurion Zheng has sent someone to escort you to the banquet."

    Chen Youfu's voice came from outside the door.

    "Tell him to wait." Pei Shaoqing replied domineeringly, then added, "Have someone bring water to attend my washing."

    "Yes."

    Xie Qingwu put down the book in her hands and glanced sideways at Pei Shaoqing. This bandit's arrogant behavior didn't even need acting to impersonate her husband—if anything, he needed to restrain himself more.

    Soon, Cui'er and Liu'er entered with water and towels to attend Pei Shaoqing's washing.

    After dismissing the two, Pei Shaoqing looked at Xie Qingwu with a slight smile. "My lady, please wait patiently at home. If you're hungry, have the servants prepare food. I'll go and return shortly—I certainly won't leave you to guard an empty room alone tonight."

    "I'd like to be a widow tonight." Xie Qingwu, hearing the teasing implication in his words, rolled her eyes.

    Pei Shaoqing shook his head. "My lady is already a widow. How could I let you be widowed again?"

    He then laughed heartily and left the room, while General Raccoon jumped out from somewhere to the doorway, meowed once, and walked into the room with head held high, chest out, and an elegant gait.

    
      

    

  
    

    It was only upon arrival that Pei Shaoqing learned that the place where Zheng Xuancheng was hosting a banquet for him was actually at his own residence.

    This was treatment reserved for extremely close relationships, yet their friendship was nowhere near that level.

    He sneered inwardly and strode through the main gate under the eager guidance of the Zheng residence's steward. The mansion occupied a large area, and after passing through the courtyard and main hall, there was a garden composed of pavilions, waterside gazebos, and various artificial mountains and exotic flowers.

    Just from this vast estate and the servants and maids constantly bustling about, one could see the prosperity of the Jing'an Guard's power. A centurion responsible for one county could possess such wealth and dare display such grandeur.

    Zheng Xuancheng had set up the banquet in a pavilion in the middle of the garden pond. Besides him and Chen Zhongyi and Xu Zhiyong whom he had met during the day, there was also a middle-aged man in a blue robe with scholarly features.

    Without waiting for the steward's announcement, the four men who spotted Pei Shaoqing from afar had already stopped their conversation and risen to greet him. Zheng Xuancheng, as the host, walked at the front with a brilliant smile and hearty voice: "Haha, today my humble abode is truly honored by such a distinguished guest as Young Master Pei gracing us with his presence—it brings radiance to our simple dwelling! My residence is modest, so please forgive any inadequacies in our hospitality. Please, take the seat of honor."

    "Centurion Zheng is too courteous. I'm not picky," Pei Shaoqing replied blandly, then strode past the four men and unceremoniously plopped down in the main seat. He then shook his sleeves and turned host, beckoning them: "What are you standing around for? All of you, sit."

    Zheng Xuancheng had never encountered such an arrogant and rude person before. Taking a deep breath to suppress his anger, he gestured for the other three to sit, then pointed to the scholarly middle-aged man and introduced: "Young Master Pei, this is Magistrate Wang, the father-mother official of our county. Learning that you would help the county office eliminate the Phoenix Mountain bandits, he specially came tonight to toast you on behalf of all the townspeople in gratitude."

    "Greetings, Young Master Pei." After paying respects, Magistrate Wang raised his wine cup with a face full of shame: "As county magistrate, I have the responsibility to protect the land and people, but regrettably, my heart exceeds my strength, and I can only seek help from the Jing'an Guard. Young Master Pei, newly arrived, courageously undertakes the heavy responsibility of bandit suppression—truly worthy of being descended from royalty and nobility, a scion of a military family! I toast this cup on behalf of all the townspeople to thank you for your life-saving grace."

    As his words fell, he tilted his head back and drained the cup in one gulp.

    "Well said!" Pei Shaoqing also raised the wine cup that a maid had just filled and drank with him, then set the cup down heavily on the table with a bang. Wiping his mouth, he said with great spirit: "Mere mountain bandits! Watch me capture them easily. I came to Tongzhou precisely to accomplish something to show my father—it's perfect to start with these Phoenix Mountain bandits and use them for practice."

    "Young Master has such spirit! I see that Young Master's departure from the capital is like a fierce tiger escaping its cage—you will surely display your talents magnificently."

    "Exactly, exactly..."

    Everyone burst into flowery praise, while Pei Shaoqing squinted his eyes with a pleased expression.

    "Since that's the case, when does Young Master plan to suppress the bandits?" Magistrate Wang asked with a concerned expression.

    Pei Shaoqing replied without hesitation: "Tomorrow! As soon as I take office tomorrow morning, I'll immediately lead men out of the city to suppress bandits. We can't delay another day lest another innocent merchant be harmed. We must restore peace to the people sooner—bandit leader Xu Yuanqing definitely won't see the day after tomorrow's sun!"

    The four men exchanged glances, all showing slight smiles on their faces, knowing this matter was already half accomplished.

    "I toast to Young Master's victorious campaign," Zheng Xuancheng raised his cup high. After drinking, he frowned and said hesitantly: "However, the mountain bandits are numerous and powerful. For absolute certainty, I'll send more men to assist tomorrow."

    After speaking, he added what amounted to protesting too much: "Of course, I'm not doubting Young Master's abilities—it's just that even lions use their full strength when hunting rabbits."

    "Unnecessary!" Pei Shaoqing waved his hand grandly, saying exactly what he wanted: "Tomorrow I'll only bring my subordinate constables and guards. Today those bandits attempted to attack me but were severely wounded by me. I see they're nothing special—why waste additional manpower and resources?"

    "This..." A hint of mockery flashed in the depths of Zheng Xuancheng's eyes. After pretending to hesitate for a moment, he didn't insist further but raised his cup again: "Since Young Master has such confidence, I toast to your swift success."

    "Toast to Young Master's swift success!" The other three also raised their cups, saying solemnly in loud voices.

    Pei Shaoqing's face showed pride and satisfaction, as if he had already successfully suppressed the bandits. He laughed heartily: "You just need to prepare a celebration banquet in the city and wait for my return."

    Then he looked around and raised his eyebrows with some dissatisfaction: "Centurion Zheng, tonight with just us men drinking alone seems rather dull."

    "Haha, Young Master can rest assured—I have arrangements," Zheng Xuancheng had long known this person was a lustful demon. With a knowing smile, he stood and clapped his hands.

    The next second, windows opened in the pavilion across from them, revealing several women playing musical instruments. As the sound of strings and bamboo instruments began, a group of young maidens with exquisite makeup and graceful figures entered like fluttering butterflies.

    The moonlight was perfect, a gentle breeze blew, and accompanied by pleasant music, beauties danced while wine was served—truly a perfect time and beautiful scenery. Unfortunately, the next second Pei Shaoqing broke this beautiful scene with his dissatisfied expression: "Why are they still wearing clothes while dancing?"

    The four men all showed shocked expressions upon hearing this.

    Perhaps customs differed by region—in their area, dancing girls danced with clothes on.

    Seeing Pei Shaoqing staring at him persistently, Zheng Xuancheng could only bite the bullet and say: "Young Master, please wait a moment."

    He turned and walked toward the dancing girls. After some negotiation and agreeing on terms, more than ten dancing girls bashfully and timidly slowly removed their clothing.

    "Haha, now that's right! Everyone present is a gentleman—we should indeed be so honest with each other. Continue the music, continue dancing!" Pei Shaoqing clapped and laughed.

    As the music resumed, the dancing girls also blushed and began dancing again. Their dance steps turned and moved, sometimes gentle like a breeze on the face, sometimes like rolling ocean waves, one wave after another, bringing great psychological impact to the viewers.

    "Disgraceful to refined culture, truly disgraceful to refined culture," Magistrate Wang murmured quietly, continuously pouring wine for himself.

    At this moment, regardless of what the several men present were thinking or what expressions they wore, their bodies had already become very honest.

    Pei Shaoqing watched with great interest, fully embodying the image of a dissolute wastrel. Laughing loudly, he stood and ran toward the dancing girls: "Come, come, let us dance together."

    He was actually a bit nervous—this was his first time pretending to be a playboy, and he didn't know if his performance was convincing.

    Watching Pei Shaoqing go forward to follow the flow and dance with the butterflies, everyone present was completely numb. Did the upper class of the capital really play so lewdly?

    "Ah! Young Master, please don't—you're embarrassing this slave!"

    "Haha, be good, let me have a look."

    Pei Shaoqing stood out among the crowd, embracing left and right, his hands capturing whatever they touched, causing waves of delicate cries. He had started by pretending, but later discovered he didn't need to pretend at all.

    Natural performance, enjoying himself thoroughly.

    However, since he still needed to make some arrangements in advance for tomorrow's "bandit suppression," he only indulged briefly. After playing with the dancing girls for a while, he used the excuse of being exhausted from travel and wanting to rest early to put down his wine cup and take his leave.

    Zheng Xuancheng also needed to make arrangements for tomorrow's plan tonight, so he conveniently had his steward see the guest out.

    Watching Pei Shaoqing leave, the smile on Zheng Xuancheng's face gradually disappeared. He spat heavily on the ground: "Bah! What a vulgar creature!"

    He was also lustful, but usually waited until dark behind closed doors. How could he be like Pei Shaoqing, having dancing girls strip naked to play with him at someone else's house?

    "Too outrageous! Are all the officials' sons in the capital like this?" Chen Zhongyi said incredulously.

    Magistrate Wang coughed and said uncertainly: "Most people still have some shame. It's precisely because Pei Shaoqing is so unrestrained that he dared to kill Consort Wan's beloved nephew in full view of everyone."

    "Killing this bastard would count as ridding the people of a scourge," Zheng Xuancheng spat again, then looked at Xu Zhiyong: "Take valuable gifts and immediately leave the city tonight to meet Xu Yuanqing. You must reach an agreement with him."

    "Yes!" Xu Zhiyong nodded and responded solemnly.

    
      

    

  
    

    In the antique room, candlelight flickered.

    Xie Qingwu sat at the dressing table reading a book, while the plump General Raccoon crouched on the table, staring intently at Xie Qingwu. Occasionally, its gaze would drift to behind her, where maids were bringing in dishes of delicious food and placing them on the table.

    "Madam, dinner is ready," the maid said softly after placing a pot of warm wine.

    "Mm, you may all withdraw," Xie Qingwu said without looking up from her book.

    The maid acknowledged and left, closing the door.

    Only then did Xie Qingwu put down her book and look up with a smile at the fat cat before her, her red lips parting with a sweet fragrance: "Would you like to eat something together?"

    She wanted to build a good relationship with this cat demon. The fat cat looked rather dim-witted and should be easy to fool.

    "Trying to bribe me with food?" General Raccoon's large round eyes were full of disdain. It jumped down and walked toward the dining table, leaping up and immediately taking a bite of the braised carp. Its voice was muffled but righteous: "This general has always eaten whatever food I see when I want to eat it, never needing anyone's invitation. So no one should expect to make me owe them favors with mere food and drink."

    Xie Qingwu's face darkened with frustration. Truly like master, like cat—both shameless, not one good thing among them.

    But she didn't give up.

    She put on a sweet smile again, rose gracefully and walked to General Raccoon's side, picking up the wine pot to pour wine for it while saying softly: "General Raccoon misunderstands this little woman. Don't I know that a mighty and extraordinary great demon like yourself could never be bribed by me? I merely admire the General. Please have some wine so you don't choke."

    "Don't try to use honey traps on me." General Raccoon, gnawing on the fish head with oil all over its mouth, remained vigilant. It casually grabbed the wine cup and drained it in one gulp, then burped and added: "I'm not interested in hairless creatures like you. Unless you find a pure white female cat to please this general."

    Of course, even if she really found one, it could mate with the female cat, but it definitely wouldn't do the job. A loyal minister doesn't serve two masters—it only had one sun in its heart: its master!

    Xie Qingwu was furious again. This damn cat.

    Also, who said I'm hairless? There's plenty!

    "Hmph!" Seeing that it was completely unmoved, she could only temporarily give up and sit down to eat, since she had been hungry all day. "Leave some for me—I haven't eaten yet."

    When Pei Shaoqing pushed open the door, the person and cat had already eaten and drunk their fill. Xie Qingwu continued reading while General Raccoon lay sprawled at the head of the bed, legs crossed, picking its teeth.

    "Master has returned!" Seeing Pei Shaoqing, it dropped its toothpick and leaped up, rushing over to point at Xie Qingwu: "Master, this woman is no good! She just tried to bribe me and even attempted to seduce me, but how could I, so loyal to you, let her succeed? I was completely unmoved by her food and beauty!"

    As it spoke, it stood upright and patted its chest with one paw, its cat face full of seriousness.

    "Heh, seducing a cat—I really didn't see that you could even accept bestiality," Pei Shaoqing teased Xie Qingwu while casually closing the door.

    Bestiality had existed since ancient times, so the meaning of these two words here was not difficult to understand.

    "I didn't seduce that damn cat!" Xie Qingwu's face darkened as she corrected him, then sarcastically retorted: "Besides, if I really liked bestiality, couldn't I just find you directly?"

    "Good, I just like sharp-tongued bitches like you," Pei Shaoqing looked at her with mockery, brazenly examining her voluptuous, graceful figure.

    Hearing him insult her as a female dog, Xie Qingwu's face instantly flushed red. She stood up in shame and anger, throwing the book in her hand at him: "Insolent! You're vulgar and shameless!"

    "But you were the one who first implied I was a beast. How come you're getting angry when you can't win the argument?" Pei Shaoqing casually caught the flying book and looked at the cover: "Records of Exotic Flowers and Herbs of the Nine Provinces." He looked up with some surprise: "I didn't expect a refined young lady like you to read such varied books."

    Xie Qingwu didn't want to acknowledge him and sat down alone, sulking with a dark face, her ample bosom rising and falling unsteadily.

    "General Raccoon," Pei Shaoqing tossed the book on the table.

    The fat cat immediately stood upright: "This subject is here!"

    "Go back to the stronghold immediately and tell the second-in-command to come into the city tonight to meet at the usual place." Their mountain stronghold was large and prosperous, with hideouts in the city as well.

    "This subject obeys!" General Raccoon took the order and left. Just as it reached the door, it turned back, jumped on the table, and grabbed a leftover oily chicken leg: "Before troops move, provisions must go first. This subject will take this leg as rations on the road."

    Pei Shaoqing darkened his face and waved for it to get lost quickly.

    General Raccoon left quickly and returned quickly. After telling it to continue watching Xie Qingwu, Pei Shaoqing went alone to the city hideout to meet his right-hand man and good chest brother.

    The residence was full of Zheng Xuancheng's spies, so he naturally couldn't leave through the front door. For him, a warrior at the early Qi Condensation stage, walking on rooftops and walls was effortless.

    ...

    Pei Shaoqing traveled by rooftops and walls, landing in the inner courtyard of "Huang's Pawn Shop," which was their hideout in the city, mainly responsible for gathering intelligence and selling stolen goods.

    "Chief," Old Huang, the pawn shop keeper, had been waiting for some time and approached: "The second-in-command is inside."

    Pei Shaoqing waved him away and made his way to a room, pushing open the door. Inside, a woman in her twenties was drinking alone.

    She was estimated to be over two meters tall, a head taller than Pei Shaoqing, with an oval face and slightly hard facial features that gave her a heroic bearing. Her long black hair was tied with a ribbon into a high ponytail hanging behind her back.

    Wearing a white dress, her towering, large breasts were substantial. With her height and build, her waist wasn't particularly slender, but compared to her plump buttocks that looked even more voluptuous when seated, it appeared graceful. Though her long legs under the dress skirt couldn't be seen, just from her height one could imagine how full and long they were.

    She was Ye Hanshuang, the second-in-command of Phoenix Mountain.

    "Big brother," seeing Pei Shaoqing enter, Ye Hanshuang immediately dropped her wine cup and stood to greet him, her voice cool.

    "Sit," looking at his good chest brother whose standing presence was overwhelming, Pei Shaoqing quickly told her to sit while he also sat across from her. "You should understand the situation. Tomorrow I plan to..."

    "Big brother, I killed Chen San," Ye Hanshuang suddenly interrupted Pei Shaoqing.

    Pei Shaoqing raised an eyebrow and stared at her without showing any emotion, uttering two words: "Reason."

    Chen San was the subordinate he had sent back to the mountain stronghold earlier in the day to report to Ye Hanshuang.

    Ye Hanshuang met Pei Shaoqing's gaze without guilt, her eyes cold, her tone without any fluctuation: "Since you want to substitute and impersonate Pei Shaoqing's identity, then to ensure absolute certainty, everyone who knows the truth cannot be left alive.

    Not just Chen San, but also the other nine men who survived and followed you during the day, and even the remaining twenty-plus people in the stronghold must all be silenced.

    After all, they've seen your true face. Once they discover that the new Jing'an Guard Junior Banner looks exactly like their chief, it will inevitably cause complications."

    Pei Shaoqing slowly shook his head as he listened to her words.

    Ye Hanshuang continued: "After all, they're brothers who eat from the same pot. It's natural for big brother to feel reluctant, so just let me handle it."

    "You know I'm not that kind of person," Pei Shaoqing shook his head again, picking up Ye Hanshuang's wine cup and draining it in one gulp. "In the entire stronghold, besides you, there's no one I care about. Those nine men must die, but they must be killed strategically. After all, in Zheng Xuancheng's eyes, those nine are my guards, so they must die without causing ripples while also dying reasonably."

    He had long planned to kill to silence them.

    The Phoenix Mountain bandits were all fierce criminals who robbed and plundered, banding together for profit. They surely had some loyalty, but definitely not much. Including him and Ye Hanshuang, none could be called good people. Expecting them to remain forever loyal and tight-lipped was a pipe dream, so he felt no hesitation or guilt about killing them.

    Pei Shaoqing said a lot, but Ye Hanshuang only heard the phrase "in the entire stronghold, besides you, there's no one I care about." The woman with a tough exterior felt her cheeks warm and her eyes flicker, quickly changing the subject.

    "By the way, big brother, there's another matter. Jing'an Guard Squad Leader Xu Zhiyong just personally brought ten thousand taels in silver notes up the mountain to see you. I wore a mask and pretended to be you to receive him. He said that early tomorrow morning you'll bring people into the mountains to suppress bandits, and asked me to kill you. For safety's sake, he'll also disguise himself as one of our people to assist."

    "Heh, as expected," Pei Shaoqing's lips curved in a mocking smile, his eyes flashing with cold light as he said: "Tomorrow I'll not only kill bandit leader Xu Yuanqing to gain merit, but also kill that Xu Zhiyong to vent my anger, and kill everyone in the stronghold to eliminate future troubles. Tomorrow we'll do this... and this..."

    In the dimly lit room, Pei Shaoqing spoke unhurriedly while Ye Hanshuang listened intently. Their shadows danced on the wall with the flickering candlelight.

    
      

    

  
    

    "Big brother is brilliant. So everything was within your calculations—now I can rest assured." After hearing Pei Shaoqing's plan, Ye Hanshuang's face was full of admiration.

    She didn't find him sinister and ruthless or feel afraid because of it, knowing he wouldn't use these methods on her. From their days wandering the martial world together to becoming mountain kings, they had shared life and death for many years. Though not blood siblings, they were closer than actual siblings.

    Pei Shaoqing glanced out the window and roughly judged the time to be around the hour of the Ox. "It's getting late. I'll head back first, and you should return to the stronghold early to make arrangements."

    After speaking, he got up and walked out.

    "Big brother!" Ye Hanshuang also stood up. Because she rose too quickly, her broad bosom heaved and trembled constantly. It was really too large—even clothed, one could feel that Q-elastic quality where fingers would sink in with the slightest touch, giving infinite room for imagination.

    Yet Pei Shaoqing could look straight ahead without glancing sideways, staring at her curiously and asking: "Is there something else?"

    Though he was lustful and wanted to drive big cars, he wouldn't let desire cloud his judgment. Having transmigrated without inheriting the original host's memories, he didn't know the details of how the original had interacted with Ye Hanshuang over the years, so he dared not act rashly. In front of her, he could only maintain the image of a good older brother.

    "What about that woman you captured—does she also need to be silenced?" When Ye Hanshuang said this, her tone and expression remained as cold as ever, but her toes inside her boots had already curled tight. She was purely worried that big brother might fall for Xie Qingwu, since both Chen San and General Raccoon had mentioned that woman was very beautiful.

    It would be fine if big brother just fell in love with her.

    But she was afraid big brother would fall in love with her from now on!

    Pei Shaoqing shook his head and replied: "She still needs to be kept. I need her help to better complete the identity substitution. Don't worry, I'll keep a close eye on her."

    "But big brother, you killed her husband. She definitely won't let this go easily. These noble daughters have many schemes." Ye Hanshuang said expressionlessly.

    Pei Shaoqing didn't want to explain further. He instinctively raised his hand to pat her head reassuringly, but seeing the height difference, he silently lowered it again. "Don't worry, I won't give her a chance to harm me. That's settled then—I'm leaving first."

    As his words fell, he turned and opened the door to leave.

    Ye Hanshuang opened her mouth but could only swallow back her remaining words. Looking at his retreating figure, she tightly pressed her moist red lips and stood in place for a long time, then grabbed the long sword from the table, hung it at her waist, and walked out.

    In less than a quarter hour, Pei Shaoqing had returned to the residence Zheng Xuancheng had arranged. He quietly pushed open the door to find General Raccoon sleeping on the dressing stool and Xie Qingwu already lying on the bed fast asleep in a proper sleeping position.

    Could this woman think that if she went to sleep on the bed first, he wouldn't have the heart to kick her off?

    Today she dared sleep on the bed—this was a test. If he didn't intervene, who knew what she'd dare do tomorrow. From the beginning, he had to let her know who was in charge of this cooperation and nip her schemes in the bud.

    Pei Shaoqing sneered coldly, stepped forward, and yanked off the covers, then immediately widened his eyes.

    "Ah!" Xie Qingwu woke up too. Though she wore a layer of clothing, she still instinctively scrambled to pull the covers back over herself. With disheveled hair and sleepy eyes, she still had some morning grumpiness as she glared and questioned Pei Shaoqing: "You bandit! What are you doing?"

    "You... what are you wearing?" Pei Shaoqing stared fixedly at her legs exposed outside the covers. Her legs, which should have been flawlessly white, were wrapped in a layer of thin, glossy white silk! Absolutely no mistake! It was white stockings!

    "You mean this?" Xie Qingwu instinctively lifted one beautiful leg, the small jade foot wrapped in stockings swaying before Pei Shaoqing as she looked at him like he was a country bumpkin: "This is ice silkworm silk. Annual production is extremely limited—it's tribute goods. The high officials and nobles in the capital all love intimate garments made from this silkworm silk. It's thin and smooth, more comfortable than satin when worn underneath."

    Ice silkworm silk? The more Pei Shaoqing looked, the more he thought these were stockings. How could the Great Zhou have these? He reached out and grabbed Xie Qingwu's small foot to examine it more closely.

    "Ah, what are you doing, you bastard! Let go of me!"

    Xie Qingwu's face instantly flushed red as she struggled constantly, trying to escape his clutches, but it was ultimately futile.

    Pei Shaoqing brought his face closer and closer to the jade foot in his hand.

    "See no evil, see no evil!" General Raccoon closed its eyes nearby, jumped up in alarm and exclaimed: "Master, please stop! Allow this subject to withdraw first!"

    It was afraid of being silenced for seeing things it shouldn't.

    "Let go of me!" Seeing Pei Shaoqing's face getting closer and closer to her foot, as if he might open his mouth to bite at any moment, Xie Qingwu was so ashamed and angry she nearly cried.

    "Don't move!" Pei Shaoqing barked, and both Xie Qingwu and the turning General Raccoon immediately froze.

    No way, does Master like being watched?

    But this general is a cat! Can it also provide stimulation?

    Master is really perverted.

    Pei Shaoqing didn't do what the person and cat were thinking—he didn't actually use his mouth, just leaned closer to observe carefully. Only then did he discover that ice silkworm silk was indeed different from the stockings he used to use as disposable items in his previous life. It was seamless, as if formed as one piece, thin as cicada wings, with higher glossiness, and felt cool and silky smooth to the touch.

    He reluctantly released Xie Qingwu's foot and asked: "Does this ice silkworm silk come in other colors?"

    He still loved black stockings the most.

    "Of course it does. Ice silkworm silk can be artificially colored to make any desired clothing or skirts, but the craftsmanship requirements are very demanding." Xie Qingwu breathed a sigh of relief and quickly pulled her small foot back under the covers.

    Having transmigrated for many days, this was the first time Pei Shaoqing felt close to this world, because he had finally found something familiar from his previous life in this world. It satisfied his silk fetish and gave him a slight sense of belonging.

    Alone in a foreign land as a stranger, every festival brings silk intimacy—who understands a wanderer's excitement at seeing objects from his homeland?

    Then he grabbed Xie Qingwu by the collar and lifted her up. During this process, her inner garment's neckline opened somewhat, revealing a corner of an embroidered dudou also made of ice silkworm silk, exposing a glimpse of spring.

    At the same time, he finally saw the full appearance of these white stockings—they were in pantyhose form, with very dark color above the thigh roots to prevent exposure when worn, though even so one could still make out that perfect layout.

    "What else do you want to do! Let go of me!"

    Suspended in air, Xie Qingwu was terrified, flailing her arms and kicking her legs in panic like a helpless little puppy being held by the scruff of its neck.

    "The bed is mine." Pei Shaoqing casually tossed her on the ground and threw down a pillow and two blankets.

    Then he kicked off his boots and lay down on the bed.

    Xie Qingwu hadn't expected he would actually throw her from the bed to the floor. Was this something a human could do? She rubbed her sore bottom and glared viciously at Pei Shaoqing, then wrapped herself in the blanket to sleep!

    At least she had tested that this guy really wasn't human!

    "General Raccoon, extinguish the lights."

    Pei Shaoqing closed his eyes and called out indifferently.

    "This subject obeys." General Raccoon disappointedly jumped over to blow out all the candles, then climbed back onto the dressing table to sleep.

    ...

    Early the next morning, Xie Qingwu groggily opened her eyes to find herself lying on the ground and was somewhat confused. Everything that happened yesterday felt like a dream to her.

    The next second, General Raccoon jumped in front of her from somewhere: "You're finally awake! Quickly have the servants bring breakfast—this general is starving!"

    "Where is he?" Xie Qingwu instinctively looked back at the bed and found it empty.

    "Gone to the garrison," General Raccoon explained casually, then urged: "Let's eat breakfast first."

    Xie Qingwu put the blankets and pillow back on the bed. Having been served since childhood, she knew the maids were already waiting outside and called directly: "Cui'er, Liu'er, tell the kitchen to prepare breakfast and come in to attend my grooming."

    "Yes, Madam."

    At the same time, Pei Shaoqing, wearing a full Jing'an Guard uniform, had already completed his official registration at the garrison and truly become a Jing'an Guard Junior Banner.

    In the garrison courtyard stood ten men wearing black robes with red cloud patterns embroidered at the collar, black flat caps, and black long swords at their waists—Jing'an constables.

    On the steps before them, Zheng Xuancheng in official robes pointed to Pei Shaoqing beside him and said: "From now on, Junior Banner Pei is your superior officer."

    "Greetings, Lord Pei!" The ten men saluted in unison.

    "You may all rise." The saluted Pei Shaoqing was in high spirits, resting his hand on his sword hilt as he said loudly: "The days are long—we'll have time to get to know each other later. Right now, let's handle serious business. The Phoenix Mountain bandit Xu Yuanqing and his ilk have been causing harm for too long and are unforgivable. Now I'll lead you gentlemen to eliminate this scoundrel and restore peace to the people!"

    "Yes!" Everyone responded in unison.

    Though Xu Yuanqing had a fearsome reputation, how could the Jing'an Guard fear a mere mountain bandit? Moreover, they felt that since the garrison was taking action, comprehensive arrangements had surely been made.

    Pei Shaoqing turned back to look at Zheng Xuancheng and cupped his hands: "Sir, I'll take the men and depart first."

    "Mm, the entire city and I await Junior Banner Pei's victorious return," Zheng Xuancheng said with a smile.

    "Yes!" Pei Shaoqing smiled confidently, turned around, and pulled out a white mask from his coat that covered his entire face, leaving only his eyes exposed. Pressing his sword hilt, he looked at his subordinates and waved his hand: "Depart to suppress the bandits!"

    "This subordinate obeys!" The subordinates all put on their masks in unison.

    Black robes, white masks, and demon-dispelling swords—Jing'an Guard standard equipment.

    Watching Pei Shaoqing's retreating figure, the smile on Zheng Xuancheng's face gradually turned mocking, his eyes cold.

    
      

    

  
    

    "Charge! Scatter!"

    "Everyone scatter! Jing'an Guard on duty!"

    A group of black-robed Jing'an Guards with long sabers at their waists and white faceless masks galloped recklessly through the city, causing chaos everywhere.

    Pedestrians on the streets either cried out or screamed as they dodged to both sides to avoid being trampled by iron hooves.

    Pei Shaoqing suddenly felt these Jing'an Guards weren't much better than their mountain bandits. Though they killed and robbed for money, at least they followed traffic rules and wouldn't charge through streets on horseback.

    But now he was also a member of the Jing'an Guard.

    He had to fit in.

    "Hmph! These lackeys are truly arrogant, every one of them domineering and detestable!" At a table by the street-facing window on the second floor of a tavern, a young maiden in light purple dress said angrily as she watched this scene.

    She was about seventeen or eighteen, with willow eyebrows, almond eyes, a cherry mouth, and a slightly round face with delicate features like a cute porcelain doll. Her petite figure already had considerable curves, and her anger made her budding chest rise and fall slightly.

    At the table were also a young man of similar age, a bearded middle-aged man, and a charming middle-aged beauty. The middle-aged man frowned and reminded: "Be cautious with your words. We came to Tongzhou on important business—avoid unnecessary complications."

    "I understand, Master," the purple-dressed girl reluctantly withdrew her gaze and sullenly drank a cup of wine.

    The middle-aged beauty in white dress, with jade-like skin, full figure, and mature, gentle temperament, smiled gracefully and soothed in a soft voice: "I know Lan'er abhors evil, but when it involves government officials, it's better to avoid trouble, or it will bring great complications."

    "I know, Master's wife. I only say this in front of you all," Zhao Zhilan snorted lightly, pouted, and banged her empty wine cup on the table. "Senior brother, pour wine."

    The young man didn't feel offended by her rudeness at all. He smiled slightly with a gentle expression and poured another cup for the girl, his eyes full of indulgence.

    Outside the city gate, nine guards who had been ordered to leave the city early and wait saw Pei Shaoqing approaching and immediately came forward to greet him.

    "Greetings, Young Master."

    "Mm." Pei Shaoqing reined in his horse and stopped, pulling the reins as he turned back to his subordinates: "These are my guards who will join us in suppressing the bandits."

    "Yes!" All the Jing'an Guards responded in unison.

    They immediately understood—to bring so many guards when taking office, this new superior must have an illustrious family background. No wonder yesterday the Centurion personally led two Squad Leaders and numerous Junior Banners out of the city to welcome him.

    For a moment, their gazes toward Pei Shaoqing became much more respectful. In the Great Zhou, one might not need to respect a person's martial prowess, but one must respect his background and power.

    "Continue forward! Charge!"

    Pei Shaoqing squeezed his horse's flanks and sped up again.

    Nineteen riders followed closely behind, their hoofbeats echoing as they kicked up clouds of dust on the dry official road.

    Soon they entered the layered peaks of Phoenix Mountain.

    "Whoosh whoosh whoosh whoosh whoosh!"

    Passing through a dense forest, sharp whistling sounds suddenly rang out from both sides as dozens of arrows rained down like a storm.

    "Enemy attack!" Pei Shaoqing shouted dramatically.

    "Ambush! Protect Lord Pei!"

    The nine mountain bandits disguising as guards had been pre-communicated (fooled) by Pei Shaoqing and knew this was a performance staged by the chief with the stronghold brothers, so they weren't panicked at all and calmly pretended to fight.

    The ten Jing'an Guards remained calm in the face of danger. The weakest among them was at the early Body Tempering realm, and they protected Pei Shaoqing in the center while easily deflecting arrows with their sabers.

    "Kill!" "Kill these corrupt officials!"

    Accompanied by battle cries, dozens of masked bandits rushed out from the dense forests on both sides and the trees overhead. They focused their attacks on the few mountain bandits disguising as guards—their former good brothers.

    According to the second-in-command, it was these traitors who had allied with the government, leading to yesterday's ambush that killed their chief when he went down the mountain for autumn raids. Now they were even bringing Jing'an Guards to suppress the stronghold—they truly deserved to die!

    Due to having no guard against their own people, five of the nine disguised mountain bandits died in the blink of an eye.

    "Stop! We're on the same side!" The remaining four realized something was wrong and cried out in alarm.

    "How dare you!" Pei Shaoqing's eyes blazed with fury as he pointed his saber at them and roared: "No wonder the bandit suppression plan was leaked and we were ambushed—so you traitors are in league with the mountain bandits! You deserve death! Kill them!"

    First hacked by their former brothers, now accused of being traitors by their chief—the four were completely bewildered. Before they could react, the nearby Jing'an Guards had already pounced to kill them.

    In just a few breaths, all four died violent deaths.

    Thus, all the mountain bandits who had followed Pei Shaoqing down the mountain to rob yesterday were now dead and gone.

    "My lord! We're outnumbered—you should leave first!"

    One Jing'an Guard shouted while fighting.

    Just now, Pei Shaoqing's two moves deflecting arrows had shown them that this superior's martial skills were mediocre. With him present, everyone had to divide their attention to protect his safety, making it difficult to fight wholeheartedly.

    Moreover, for someone who hadn't even entered the threshold of martial arts to join the Jing'an Guard and even become a Junior Banner showed how deep his background was. If he died here or got injured, none of them would have a good end.

    So sending Pei Shaoqing away was both to focus on killing enemies and to protect his safety.

    "Good! I'll return to the city for reinforcements. You must kill all the mountain bandits and leave none alive!"

    Pei Shaoqing left this statement and rode away.

    Without him as chief and Ye Hanshuang as second-in-command taking action, the bandits in the stronghold might manage against ordinary merchant guards or county constables, but against the Jing'an Guard, they were almost completely slaughtered one-sidedly.

    Sorry, brothers. You've lived well eating and drinking with me for so many years. For my lifetime of wealth and status, I'll have to ask you to live half a lifetime less and go ahead first.

    He galloped toward the place he had arranged to meet Ye Hanshuang. Sure enough, he soon saw a masked man blocking the road with a single-handed saber.

    "Who are you! What do you want!" Pei Shaoqing pulled the reins to stop, asking with a tense expression on his face. Though he knew it was Xu Zhiyong, he pretended not to know.

    Seeing only him alone, Xu Zhiyong directly removed his face covering and said sinisterly: "Her Consort has ordered your life, Young Master Pei. You can't blame me for this! When you reach the underworld, make sure to find the right person for revenge."

    "Squad Leader Xu! It's you! Did Consort Wan send you to kill me?" Pei Shaoqing exclaimed in shock, though beneath his mask he felt no emotion. His tone deliberately panicked as he said: "My father is the Weiyuan Marquis. Squad Leader Xu, spare my life and I'll reward you handsomely."

    "Arrogant fool, still daring to use the word 'reward' when death is at hand?" Xu Zhiyong was inexplicably enraged. He touched his toes to the ground and leaped high like a swallow, charging straight at Pei Shaoqing. "Boy, hand over your life!"

    "Clang~"

    The next second, accompanied by the sound of metal striking stone, Pei Shaoqing's long saber unsheathed from his waist. A sharp blade light flashed and easily knocked away Xu Zhiyong's saber. At the same time, he pressed his advantage and leaped from horseback to strike down.

    "Ah!" Still in shock and confusion, Xu Zhiyong hastily raised his saber to block. With a clang and sparks flying, his saber was knocked from his hands. He fell heavily from the air, staggering back several steps before steadying himself. His sword-holding hand trembled continuously as he stared at Pei Shaoqing in disbelief and exclaimed: "Qi Condensation Realm!"

    Damn, wasn't he supposed to know no martial arts?

    "You're the one who should be damned, Xu Yuanqing!" Pei Shaoqing stood on his horse's back, pointing his saber at Xu Zhiyong from above and saying coldly.

    Xu Zhiyong was immediately stunned: "Xu Yuanqing?"

    "That's right! You are Xu Yuanqing!" Pei Shaoqing removed his mask, his face bearing a trace of mockery and cold smile: "No wonder Xu Yuanqing had to wear a mask—because he was afraid people would recognize him as a Jing'an Guard Squad Leader if they saw his true face! No wonder he could repeatedly escape government suppression—because he also held the identity of Jing'an Guard Squad Leader! But unfortunately, the net of Heaven has large meshes, but it lets nothing through. Your true face is about to be revealed!"

    "You... you want to kill me to claim credit!" Xu Zhiyong's eyes widened, his voice becoming shrill. The gap in strength made him realize escape was hopeless. Already soaked in sweat, he knelt on the spot with a thud, pursing his lips as he kowtowed repeatedly for mercy: "Young Master Pei, spare my life, spare my life! I didn't want to do this either—Centurion Zheng forced me! I had no choice! Please spare me, I'll be your ox and horse, your dog!"

    "Unfortunately, I only like female dogs." Pei Shaoqing shook his head and leaped down from his horse, pressing forward step by step.

    Just then, an unexpected sound arose. Also masked in black cloth, the over-two-meter-tall Ye Hanshuang leaped through the treetops, landed, and ran forward with her sword raised, her high ponytail bouncing behind her. Unfortunately, she had bound her chest today, or the scene would have been quite beautiful.

    Hearing the sound, Xu Zhiyong turned back. Seeing her running toward him, he was overjoyed. Feeling rescued, he jumped up with renewed energy: "Chief Xu, you've come at the perfect time! Let's quickly join forces to kill this man!"

    "Pfft!"

    The next instant, while he was completely defenseless, Ye Hanshuang's long sword pierced through his heart. Blood dripped steadily along the blade onto the earth.

    Xu Zhiyong's body froze in place. He slowly looked down at the sword protruding from his chest, his eyes full of shock and confusion, then looked up to stare fixedly at Ye Hanshuang.

    He didn't understand, truly didn't understand.

    "Pfft!"

    Ye Hanshuang withdrew her long sword. Xu Zhiyong made a choking sound and his body lost support, falling heavily to the ground.

    "Big brother." Ye Hanshuang sheathed her sword, walked to Pei Shaoqing, removed her face covering, and called out in her cool voice.

    Xu Zhiyong, still not dead, watched this scene with bulging eyes, making continuous gasping sounds.

    Pei Shaoqing sheathed his saber and walked to Xu Zhiyong's side with a smile: "Your mind must be very confused, right? Let me help you die with understanding. I am Xu Yuanqing. The real Pei Shaoqing has already been destroyed without a trace by me. Of course, from now on, you are Xu Yuanqing, while I am the young master of the Weiyuan Marquis's mansion, a dignified Jing'an Guard, the hero who just took office and eliminated the Phoenix Mountain bandits by killing bandit chief Xu Yuanqing! Hahahaha! Hahahaha!"

    "Gasp~ gasp~ you... pfft!" Xu Zhiyong's chest heaved violently with emotion, then he spat out a mouthful of blood and died completely, his eyes wide open, dying with eyes that would not close.

    
      

    

  
    

    "He's also a pitiful person who lost his life due to circumstances beyond his control." Pei Shaoqing, who had just been laughing toward the heavens, suddenly became compassionate. He bent down to close Xu Zhiyong's eyes, then turned and walked toward Ye Hanshuang.

    He had always been merciless to living enemies who offended him, but infinitely tolerant toward dead ones who had offended him.

    "Big brother, I need to go for a moment." Seeing her elder brother approaching, Ye Hanshuang didn't come forward to meet him, but left this statement and hurriedly ran into the nearby woods.

    Pei Shaoqing paid no attention, assuming she was going to relieve herself.

    After a moment, Ye Hanshuang returned, but unlike her previous unremarkable appearance, her chest had resumed its former prominence, stretching her loose men's clothing tight and bulging. She seemed not to be wearing any undergarments like a dudou or chest binding, as even her slightest movements caused slight swaying.

    "I was nearly suffocated just now." She let out a long breath, her cheeks slightly red with embarrassment.

    Pei Shaoqing could understand—after all, his second sister was tall and well-endowed with a broad chest. To disguise as a man, she could only bind her chest with white cloth, which must have been extremely uncomfortable!

    He dared not imagine how wonderful it would be to bury his head there.

    Even in ancient times, he wanted to use facial cleanser—pure natural, additive-free, technology-free domestic brand.

    Ye Hanshuang glanced at Xu Zhiyong's corpse and said to Pei Shaoqing: "Big brother, Xu Zhiyong was just a small pawn. Behind him are still Zheng Xuancheng and Consort Wan. What should we do next?"

    "We'll take it one step at a time." Pei Shaoqing exhaled as he replied. Though he said this, he preferred to take the initiative and strike first.

    Consort Wan held high position and great power, was far away in the capital, deeply loved by the Emperor—he couldn't reach her for now.

    But Zheng Xuancheng—he had to find a way to kill him first.

    "Charge!"

    "My lord! My lord, are you alright!"

    With urgent hoofbeats, a group of blood-stained Jing'an Guards galloped over. From afar, they reined in their horses, dismounted, and ran quickly to Pei Shaoqing.

    "I'm fine." Pei Shaoqing shook his head and scanned everyone: "Good! Very good! Not one missing—truly worthy of the Jing'an Guard, worthy of being the Emperor's personal army! You haven't disgraced His Majesty's reputation. Seeing you're all safe puts my mind at ease. How did things go with those mountain bandits?"

    "Reporting to my lord, they were just a group of third-rate thugs. Following your orders, we've killed them all, leaving none alive! However, we didn't find bandit chief Xu Yuanqing."

    "Gentlemen, that Xu Yuanqing is already dead." Pei Shaoqing pointed to Xu Zhiyong's corpse in the distance.

    Everyone instinctively looked in that direction.

    "Ah! This... isn't this Squad Leader Xu?"

    "It really is Squad Leader Xu! How can this be?"

    Everyone was shocked and finally looked at Pei Shaoqing in unison, hoping he could provide an explanation.

    "That's right, he is Squad Leader Xu, but he's also bandit chief Xu Yuanqing!" Pei Shaoqing said grimly with a dark expression: "While you were tied up fighting, this man blocked the road to kill me. Perhaps because he was confident his identity was well-hidden and thought I would be doomed like his previous victims, he removed his face covering to reveal his true appearance. At the time, I was as shocked, angry, and incredulous as you all are now, and felt certain death was upon me.

    Fortunately, this female hero named Ye Hanshuang happened to pass by and intervened to kill him, saving my life. Otherwise, I would have perished here today, and his true identity would have remained forever hidden as he continued his evil deeds of murder and arson!"

    Everyone was enlightened and deeply shaken.

    "So that's how it was! No wonder that Xu Yuanqing had been a bandit for years but never dared show his true face—it was because his real identity couldn't be seen, and he had another position!"

    "Truly unexpected that Squad Leader Xu was actually Xu Yuanqing. No wonder he could always escape the government's repeated suppression attempts—he was hidden too deeply!"

    "Fortunately, Lord Pei has Heaven's protection and encountered Hero Ye's rescue at the critical moment. Otherwise, if anything had happened to you, it would have been a catastrophe!"

    "Gentlemen!" Pei Shaoqing raised his voice to draw everyone's attention. When the noise gradually subsided, he said loudly: "Regardless of how many twists and turns there were, we've achieved our objective. The Phoenix Mountain bandits who had been causing harm for years, including bandit chief Xu Yuanqing, have all been eliminated. You are all meritorious officials."

    "We dare not claim credit! It's all due to Lord Pei's excellent planning and battlefield command." A slightly plump young man with fair skin immediately flattered.

    Though the others were a step slower, they quickly chimed in: "That's right, it's all due to my lord's excellent leadership!"

    A scholarly-looking, thin Jing'an Guard shouted: "Without my lord's leadership, this bandit suppression wouldn't have succeeded. I clearly saw with my own eyes that my lord was divinely invincible and personally killed Xu Yuanqing with one sword!"

    Instantly, the entire scene fell dead silent. Everyone stared at him wide-eyed. You can't just randomly flatter!

    Could our lord with his level of skill really kill someone like Xu Yuanqing? Moreover, the female hero who actually did it is standing right there—isn't this blatant lying?

    Being stared at by so many colleagues, the thin, scholarly Jing'an Guard remained composed and spoke confidently: "I saw it with my own eyes—it was my lord who killed the bandit chief!"

    "That's right, I only wounded this man. It was Lord Pei who took his life." Ye Hanshuang said calmly.

    Pei Shaoqing said casually: "I've hired Hero Ye with a generous salary to be my bodyguard and attendant."

    Everyone understood and felt relieved.

    "That's right, my lord's divine might covers the world—one sword took that bandit dog's life. I just saw it with my own eyes too."

    "We all saw it—my lord is invincible!"

    "Hahahaha! Hahahaha! I merely killed him by luck." Pei Shaoqing laughed heartily with satisfaction, his gaze shifting between the plump young man and the scholarly young man. He pointed at the scholarly young man: "You immediately return to the city to report the good news to the Centurion."

    "This subordinate obeys!" The scholarly young man mounted his horse and left.

    The plump young man watched this scene with some envy and resentment. Damn! I was clearly first.

    "You there, what's your name?"

    The plump young man looked around, only realizing Pei Shaoqing was talking to him when he came to his senses. He forced a dry smile: "My lord, I... I didn't call out?"

    "I'm asking what your name is!"

    "Reporting to my lord, this humble one is Song Youcai." The plump young man was overjoyed, his smile instantly covering his entire face as he bent over and quickly ran forward to answer.

    Pei Shaoqing said: "Go find some carts and lead everyone to collect all the bandit corpses to bring back to the city."

    "Yes! My lord!" Song Youcai replied loudly.

    ...

    "Charge! Make way! Make way!"

    The scholarly young man galloped into the city. Seeing the panicked crowd scattering in all directions, he had a sudden inspiration and shouted loudly while racing toward the garrison: "The newly appointed Jing'an Guard Junior Banner Lord Pei Shaoqing has eliminated the Phoenix Mountain bandits and personally slain bandit chief Xu Yuanqing!"

    He kept repeating this declaration throughout his journey.

    "The bandits on Phoenix Mountain have been eliminated?"

    "The executioner Xu Yuanqing was also killed?"

    "Excellent! Now we won't have to worry when purchasing goods. These years have been terrible for business!"

    "Only the Jing'an Guard could do this. Though they're arrogant and domineering, their strength is real. The major bandit that the county office repeatedly failed to eliminate was immediately cleared out as soon as the new Junior Banner Pei took action."

    The city's people were all overjoyed, especially the merchants who laughed heartily and constantly praised the Jing'an Guard and Pei Shaoqing.

    From this moment, everyone in Tongzhou City knew that the garrison had a new, capable Junior Banner Pei who had eliminated the Phoenix Mountain bandits immediately upon taking office. Everyone sang his praises.

    At the same time, Zheng Xuancheng and Magistrate Wang were in the rear courtyard of the garrison, playing chess and chatting.

    "It should be about time by now, shouldn't it? Why is there still no news?" Magistrate Wang was distracted, constantly looking up at the sun. "Centurion, are your arrangements secure?"

    Zheng Xuancheng appeared completely at ease, unhurriedly placing pieces on the board: "Magistrate Wang can put his mind at rest. With both Squad Leader Xu and Xu Yuanqing acting together, that Pei Shaoqing definitely cannot escape even with wings."

    "My lord! Something terrible has happened, my lord!" Just then, Chen Zhongyi rushed in hurriedly.

    Zheng Xuancheng frowned and scolded irritably: "What is it? Has the sky fallen?"

    "My lord!" Chen Zhongyi stopped, breathing heavily: "Pei Shaoqing sent word that he's eliminated the bandits and even killed bandit chief Xu Yuanqing!"

    "What?" Zheng Xuancheng shot to his feet, directly overturning the chess board in front of him. Black and white pieces scattered across the floor with a clatter as he said in shock and with absolute certainty: "Impossible! Absolutely impossible!"

    "Where is the messenger? Summon him immediately!" Magistrate Wang had also stood up and said with a dark expression.

    
      

    

  
    

    "This humble subordinate Sun Youliang pays respects to the two lords!"

    The scholarly young man sent back to the city by Pei Shaoqing to deliver the message quickly walked into the courtyard, then immediately knelt on one knee before Zheng Xuancheng and County Magistrate Wang, cupping his fists in salute.

    "What exactly happened?" Zheng Xuancheng didn't even bother to tell him to rise, asking impatiently.

    Sun Youliang maintained his kneeling posture, raising his head to answer loudly: "Reporting to my lord, it turns out General Xu was actually the bandit chief Xu Yuanqing who always covers his face with a black cloth whenever he acts, so that no one has ever seen his true appearance!"

    "What?" Zheng Xuancheng, County Magistrate Wang, and Chen Zhongyi on the side all exclaimed in unison.

    "What did you say? Xu Zhiyong is the Phoenix Mountain bandit chief Xu Yuanqing?" Zheng Xuancheng asked with complete disbelief written across his face, then before Sun Youliang could answer, he angrily rebuked: "Pure nonsense! How could General Xu be Xu Yuanqing? Absolutely ridiculous!"

    As Xu Zhiyong's superior and the mastermind behind all the plans, how could he not know what kind of person the other was?

    "My lord, please allow me to explain in detail." Sun Youliang licked his lips and organized his words. "Today's bandit suppression mission was leaked. We had barely entered the mountains when we were ambushed by bandits lying in wait. Fortunately, Lord Pei remained calm in the face of danger and led us in battle from the front. His guards all perished, the mountain bandits were fierce, and we fought desperately for our lives, requesting that Lord Pei retreat first to the city to bring reinforcements.

    Though Lord Pei wanted to fight alongside us, he also understood the importance of priorities, so he had to leave first. Unexpectedly, this fell into a trap of luring the tiger away from the mountain, and he was intercepted halfway by the bandit chief Xu Yuanqing who had never shown himself... Finally, with the righteous assistance of a passing female hero, Lord Pei personally killed the blood-stained bandit chief Xu Yuanqing..."

    "Wait!" County Magistrate Wang interrupted him, saying incredulously: "You're saying Pei Shaoqing killed Xu Yuanqing?"

    Zheng Xuancheng also wore a deeply suspicious expression.

    After all, they knew Pei Shaoqing had no martial arts skills.

    "Yes! That's right!" Sun Youliang nodded repeatedly without hesitation, answering with absolute certainty, then added: "At the time, Xu Yuanqing had already been wounded by that righteous female hero, but even facing death he still wanted to resist. Lord Pei struck him down with one blade. This was witnessed by all of us, absolutely no mistake!"

    This explanation made sense. Zheng Xuancheng's furrowed brow gradually relaxed. "What else? What do you mean by saying General Xu is Xu Yuanqing?"

    "After Xu Yuanqing removed his face cloth, that face was General Xu's!" After Sun Youliang finished speaking, he added his own analysis: "My lord, no wonder Xu Yuanqing always wore a mask, and no wonder he could repeatedly escape the county yamen's encirclements. Everything makes sense now!"

    Chen Zhongyi's brow furrowed into a川character, his mind somewhat chaotic. He couldn't distinguish, really couldn't distinguish, and instinctively looked toward Zheng Xuancheng and County Magistrate Wang.

    At this moment, both men's expressions were uncertain.

    "You may withdraw first." Zheng Xuancheng waved his hand.

    "Yes sir!" Sun Youliang responded, then after rising reminded them: "Lord Pei should be collecting the bandits' corpses right now and will return to the city soon."

    After speaking, he cupped his fists in another salute before leaving.

    Only after watching him depart did County Magistrate Wang ask Zheng Xuancheng: "Lord Zheng, what's going on? Didn't you say it was foolproof? How did General Xu become Xu Yuanqing? Now Pei Shaoqing didn't die and even achieved merit and fame. How do we explain this to Her Ladyship?"

    "General Xu is absolutely not Xu Yuanqing!" Zheng Xuancheng declared emphatically, gritting his teeth: "The plan must have gone awry. The real Xu Yuanqing never showed up at all. General Xu died so innocently! It's all because of that woman who suddenly appeared! Otherwise, even without Xu Yuanqing, General Xu could have killed Pei Shaoqing!"

    "Even if General Xu wasn't Xu Yuanqing, he is now!" County Magistrate Wang exhaled.

    They had to acknowledge that Xu Zhiyong was Xu Yuanqing, otherwise how could they reasonably explain his masked appearance at the scene alongside the mountain bandits to intercept and kill Pei Shaoqing?

    "Bang!" Zheng Xuancheng angrily punched the nearby pillar, his eyes bloodshot with rage. Not only had his scheme failed and he lost a trusted subordinate, but he also had to tearfully and angrily acknowledge that Pei Shaoqing killing his confidant was a great achievement. His heart was suffocating with frustration. "Bastard! That damned little thief!"

    "Actually, it's also a good thing. At least Pei Shaoqing mistakenly thinks General Xu was Xu Yuanqing, so he won't realize someone was secretly scheming against him." County Magistrate Wang said, then added with worry: "The key question now is whether General Xu said anything before he died."

    "General Xu probably didn't say anything. After all, given Pei Shaoqing's dandy personality, if he had learned the truth, he would have been furious and run straight to the capital to file a complaint." Zheng Xuancheng slowly shook his head.

    "That's good then." County Magistrate Wang breathed a sigh of relief, then frowned again: "How do we explain this to Her Ladyship?"

    "Pei Shaoqing is right here in Tongzhou. As long as he hasn't noticed anything, we'll have plenty of time to deal with him in the future. Her Ladyship surely won't mind giving us a few more chances." Zheng Xuancheng was quite optimistic about this.

    "Then let's hold back for now and take things as they come." County Magistrate Wang shook his wide sleeves and said in a heavy voice: "As for now, we should personally go out of the city to welcome this great hero. We must give this marquis mansion's young master proper ceremony and face."

    ...........................

    At the Pei residence, Xie Qingwu was strolling around the mansion to familiarize herself with the environment when she suddenly heard faint commotion from the street outside. She said: "Cui'er, go find out what's happening. Why is it so lively?"

    "Yes, madam." Cui'er responded and left. Moments later, she ran back with joy written all over her face, panting: "Ma... madam, everyone outside is saying that Lord Pei eliminated the Phoenix Mountain bandits and personally killed Xu Yuanqing. They're all praising him as a great hero!"

    After hearing this, Xie Qingwu first froze, then her expression became strange, and finally she let out a cold laugh.

    That scoundrel was the bandit chief Xu Yuanqing himself!

    Watching so many people being fooled into praising him as a hero, she found it laughable while also gaining more appreciation for Pei Shaoqing's abilities. But at the same time, she felt chilled by his ruthlessness in being able to draw his blade against his own subordinate bandits.

    However, she had to admit that it was often precisely these ambitious, ruthless characters who ultimately achieved great things.

    Cooperating with him was no different from conspiring with a tiger.

    She needed to maintain proper boundaries and be extremely careful.

    "Madam?" Cui'er felt confused.

    "I'm somewhat tired. I'll return to my room first." Xie Qingwu lost interest in strolling and walked away after dropping this line.

    The fat cat lying on the artificial mountain lazily yawned, jumped down, and leisurely followed behind her.

    Liu'er and Cui'er both wanted to pet the chubby tabby cat, but they had already tried earlier - this cat wasn't friendly to people at all and wouldn't let them touch it.

    General Raccoon: Hmph, common vulgar women also want to defile this general's jade body? Wishful thinking. Not punishing you for your offense already shows this lord's magnanimous nature.

    The county yamen's organizational ability was quite strong. Soon a welcoming group composed of local gentry and citizens gathered outside the city gates, waiting to welcome Pei Shaoqing's triumphant return.

    "They're coming! Quick, quick, quick! Beat the gongs and drums!"

    Seeing the silhouettes of the Jingan Guard appearing in the distance, the county yamen's registrar immediately turned to call out to everyone.

    Suddenly gongs and drums thundered while cheers continued without end.

    "Look! The one in front must be Lord Pei! He truly has outstanding bearing and extraordinary martial prowess!"

    "Yes, he's really handsome and truly mighty."

    "That woman behind him is so tall! So big!"

    
      

    

  
    

    When returning to the city, Pei Shaoqing didn't wear a mask, nor did anyone behind him. Everyone was in high spirits - after all, this was a matter of showing off and gaining face, so why wear masks?

    Pei Shaoqing held the reins with one hand, sitting upright and swaying leisurely on horseback at the very front. Only when approaching the crowd did he leap down, bow and cup his fists in salute to Zheng Xuancheng, declaring spiritedly in a loud voice: "Paying respects to the Centurion! This humble officer has fortunately not failed his mission, completely eliminating the Phoenix Mountain bandits and personally slaying the bandit chief Xu Yuanqing!"

    "Excellent!" Zheng Xuancheng praised loudly, patting his shoulder with great satisfaction. "Squad Leader Pei truly didn't disappoint me, didn't disappoint all the citizens of the city!"

    Then with a face full of anguish and righteous indignation, he said: "I already know everything. Never would I have imagined that the bandit chief was actually an inside traitor - that shameful scum Xu Zhiyong! He's brought disgrace to the Jingan Guard! Fortunately, Squad Leader Pei, you saw through him and cleaned house. Otherwise, our Tongzhou Centurion Office would truly have lost all face."

    "I didn't expect it either. In the future, my lord must be more careful when employing people." Pei Shaoqing replied with sarcastic undertones.

    Zheng Xuancheng's facial expression stiffened slightly.

    Are you teaching me how to do my job?

    Though angry in his heart, on the surface he wore a bitter smile and nodded repeatedly: "Absolutely right, absolutely right."

    The people behind Pei Shaoqing exchanged glances.

    Just what background does our Squad Leader have? Training his superior like he's training a subordinate, yet the Centurion doesn't get angry.

    "I thank Squad Leader Pei on behalf of all the city's citizens for saving our lives!" County Magistrate Wang quickly stepped forward to help resolve the awkwardness for Centurion Zheng, his face moved as he bowed deeply with solemn respect.

    "Just doing my duty, I dare not claim credit." Though Pei Shaoqing said this, his expression showed no hint of modesty.

    Centurion Zheng looked toward the tall, imposing woman beside him with cold, beautiful features - Ye Hanshuang - and said with a smile: "This must be the female hero who saw injustice and drew her sword to help eliminate the bandits. She truly has extraordinary bearing."

    That meddlesome little... big bitch!

    "My lord, her name is Ye Hanshuang. From now on she'll follow by my side as an attendant." Pei Shaoqing introduced.

    Ye Hanshuang was sparing with words: "Greetings, my lord."

    "No need for ceremony, no need for ceremony. That Squad Leader Pei could receive Miss Ye's assistance is fortunate, and that Miss Ye could receive Squad Leader Pei's regard is a blessing. Most congratulatory!" Centurion Zheng spoke quite pleasantly, then looked up at the sun and laughed heartily: "It's getting late now. The celebration banquet is already prepared. Squad Leader Pei, we didn't get to drink to our heart's content last night, so today we must not return until we're drunk!"

    "Well said! Please, my lord."

    "No, no, no, you're the hero, you go first."

    Pei Shaoqing didn't act modest and strode forward.

    "This person is so arrogant. Look how both the Centurion and County Magistrate are deferential to him - he's probably another high-born young master." In the crowd, Zhao Zhilan in a purple long dress stared at Pei Shaoqing with a mocking expression.

    Clearly, she resented the wealthy.

    "Lan'er, hold your tongue!" Seeing his young disciple speaking carelessly again, Gongsun Yi, who had a handsome beard and gentle, refined features, was quite annoyed. He rarely lost his temper with this disciple whom he and his wife had personally raised and regarded as their own daughter: "If you dare speak recklessly without regard for the occasion again, I'll send you back to the mountain gate first, lest your inability to control your mouth bring disaster upon the Iron Sword Sect!"

    "Please calm your anger, Master! Little junior sister didn't mean it!" The eldest disciple Jiang Yebai, with his pine-like bearing and elegant demeanor, quickly stepped forward to plead for his beloved.

    Gongsun Yi glared at this equally troublesome eldest disciple: "It's precisely because you've spoiled her!"

    Zhao Zhilan was frightened, her small face pale as death, eyes reddening as she murmured: "Master, I'll never dare again."

    "Hmph!" Gongsun Yi wore a stern expression and flicked his sleeves.

    "There now, Lan'er, don't cry." Gongsun Yi's wife, Liu Yuheng, took out a handkerchief embroidered with willow branches and gently wiped Zhao Zhilan's tears, comforting her in soft, gentle tones: "That Squad Leader Pei is a subordinate, yet he can make his superior, a noble Jingan Guard Centurion, willing to humble himself so much in dealing with him. This shows he must come from a prominent family. Such people have always been domineering. If he felt you had offended him, never mind your fate - the rise and fall of our Iron Sword Sect would hang on his single word. Your master scolding you is all for your own good."

    Hearing his wife's words, Gongsun Yi's heart was also full of bitterness and helplessness. He was a mighty Wandering Dragon Realm expert who could beat ten Zheng Xuanchengs and Pei Shaoqings in terms of martial prowess, yet he still feared offending the Jingan Guard and the government.

    After all, behind Zheng Xuancheng and Pei Shaoqing stood the Great Zhou court, tens of thousands of Wandering Dragon Realm warriors, several Transformation Force Grandmasters, and thousands upon thousands of troops clad in black armor.

    This was the sorrow of jianghu people. Except for Transformation Force Grandmasters and a few major sects, other so-called great heroes were nothing special before court officials.

    Especially since he had traveled great distances to come to Tongzhou for an important scheme concerning whether the Iron Sword Sect could rise again, so he was cautious everywhere, fearing complications.

    The commotion here attracted Pei Shaoqing's attention. He turned his head and immediately spotted the gentle, voluptuous mature beauty Liu Yuheng and the pure, lovely young beauty Zhao Zhilan.

    These two were truly beautiful with myriad charms, each with their own merits, making him unconsciously look a few more times.

    After Liu Yuheng sensed someone looking at her, she instinctively raised her head and met Pei Shaoqing's gaze directly.

    Pei Shaoqing smiled at her briefly before withdrawing his gaze.

    But Liu Yuheng felt uncomfortable inside. The way he had just looked at her gave her a shameful feeling as if she had been stripped bare all over and left for his wanton appreciation.

    This person has improper intentions and is not a good man.

    She made this judgment in her heart.

    One could only say her judgment of people was quite accurate.

    ...........................

    The celebration banquet was filled with cheerful laughter and hidden agendas.

    Pei Shaoqing, the center of attention like stars around the moon, seemed to have lost himself amid the constant flattery and praise.

    "Centurion." Suddenly, Pei Shaoqing looked at Zheng Xuancheng with burning eyes and asked: "Regarding the vacant Squad Leader position after Xu Zhiyong's death, I wonder what arrangements you plan to make?"

    Instantly, the originally lively scene gradually quieted down. Everyone was astounded - Pei Shaoqing's meaning was very clear: he wanted this position.

    This was being far too eager for advancement! Having just arrived yesterday and already wanting promotion, moreover brazenly asking his superior for a position directly - what a bold way to be a subordinate!

    Zheng Xuancheng was also momentarily stunned, then asked back with a half-smile: "What does Squad Leader Pei think?"

    "As the saying goes, 'receiving the ruler's salary, one bears the ruler's worries.' I was born under the imperial city and raised in a marquis household, bathed in imperial grace far more than all of you gentlemen. Therefore, I feel I have the responsibility and obligation to take on the vacant Squad Leader position to repay His Majesty's boundless imperial grace." Pei Shaoqing cupped his fists toward the direction of the capital with a face full of loyalty, speaking with conviction.

    Shameless!

    Seeing how he could speak of seeking position so righteously while brazenly bringing up his background, Zheng Xuancheng, County Magistrate Wang and others all cursed silently in their hearts.

    The other participants in the celebration banquet were all greatly surprised, not expecting Lord Pei to actually be the son of a marquis household!

    "Squad Leader Pei's devoted heart for serving the country truly earns this official's admiration. Speaking of which, being short one Squad Leader is indeed a difficult problem. Fortunately, Squad Leader Pei stepped forward to resolve my dilemma. However, this official's authority is limited and I cannot directly appoint you, so I'll have to trouble Squad Leader Pei to temporarily act as Squad Leader while I report to the Chiliarch Office to secure your official appointment." Zheng Xuancheng said with a beaming smile.

    Of course he didn't want to promote Pei Shaoqing, but given this bastard's arrogant, domineering personality that dared to beat the Consort Wan's nephew to death in the street, wouldn't refusing him in front of so many people offend him?

    Right now he needed to stabilize and deceive Pei Shaoqing. As long as he remained in Tongzhou, he couldn't escape his grasp.

    Thinking of how this bastard had killed his confidant, yet he still had to promote him because of it, Zheng Xuancheng's heart filled with anger and twisted feelings - like being cuckolded yet having to help push from behind. How detestable!

    Pei Shaoqing immediately beamed with joy, raising his wine cup: "Then I must thank the Centurion!"

    Never mind that getting promoted right after starting the job didn't follow regulations - regulations were specifically made by the powerful to restrict ordinary people, and he was now among the powerful. Moreover, what he wanted was just a small Squad Leader position.

    "Congratulations to Lord Pei on your promotion!" Everyone present raised their cups with mixed feelings to congratulate him.

    Power depends on one's father - there's no point envying it.

    After eating and drinking his fill, Pei Shaoqing pretended to be drunk and left.

    "Please watch your step, my lord. Mind the threshold."

    The plump Song Youcai and the thin, scholarly Sun Youliang attentively supported Pei Shaoqing from left and right.

    As soon as he stepped out of the restaurant, Pei Shaoqing was too lazy to continue pretending. He stood straight and freed himself from their hands: "Alright, you go back and continue drinking with the brothers. Hanshuang can escort me back to the mansion."

    "Hehe, without you, my lord, even if this wine were nectar and ambrosia, it would taste bland. My lord, take care. I'll also take my leave first." Sun Youliang respectfully cupped his hands with a smile.

    Song Youcai chimed in with a grin: "Same here. Without you, my lord, drinking wine is like drinking piss."

    "Vulgar! How can you speak such crude words in front of our lord!" Sun Youliang looked at him with disdain.

    "I'm just a rough man, unlike you who abandoned scholarship for martial arts. Besides, our lord is magnanimous and broad-minded, not petty like you." Song Youcai made a sarcastic retort, then turned to look at Pei Shaoqing with a fawning smile: "My lord, don't you agree?"

    "I just like your straightforward nature." Pei Shaoqing laughed heartily and patted his shoulder, then looked at Sun Youliang: "I didn't expect you to actually hold the title of Scholar. How did you end up in the Jingan Guard? There must be quite a story there. Since we have time tonight, why don't the three of us have a small gathering? You must tell me all about it."

    He didn't know much about people like Zheng Xuancheng and County Magistrate Wang, so he could gather intelligence from Song Youcai and Sun Youliang. Knowing oneself and one's enemy leads to victory in every battle.

    Moreover, his former bandit brothers had all been transformed into nutrients for his promotion and wealth. Now lacking useful people around him, he needed to recruit a couple of trusted subordinates.

    "This is our honor! We await your summons at any time!" Song Youcai's face was nearly splitting from smiling.

    The scholar Sun Youliang was more reserved, respectfully bowing as he replied: "Yes, my lord."

    "Good, then let's meet at the Hongbin Restaurant at the hour of the Dog. Don't be late." Pei Shaoqing waved his hand and turned to leave.

    The two called out from behind: "Respectfully seeing off our lord!"

    "Big brother, these two both look like fawning opportunists who flatter superiors and bully subordinates." Only after they were far away did Ye Hanshuang express her disdain for the pair with a cold face.

    Pei Shaoqing smiled indifferently: "Hanshuang, you only see their flattery, but I see their ambition. Small men? It's precisely such small men who are useful - they can swallow their pride and wield their blades! As long as I let them see hope of advancement, they'll grasp it desperately at any cost and serve my purposes."

    Simply put, they too were eager for advancement.

    And wanting advancement meant they would go through fire and water for him.

    Moreover, he himself wasn't a good person, so could he expect to gather a group of righteous gentlemen around him? If that were really the case, he'd be even more worried.

    
      

    

  
    

    Two quarters of an hour later, in the inner quarters of the Pei residence.

    "Husband, who is she?"

    Xie Qingwu looked up at Ye Hanshuang. Fortunately there was some distance between them, otherwise if they were any closer, from her viewing angle she wouldn't be able to see Ye Hanshuang's face at all, only mountains when looking up.

    "My sister." Pei Shaoqing's words were simple yet shocking.

    Xie Qingwu understood - female bandit - but on the surface she smiled radiantly and warmly greeted: "So it's little sister! May I ask how to address you? You're truly naturally beautiful with extraordinary bearing. Please come inside and sit."

    "Slap!" Cold-faced and cold-eyed Ye Hanshuang slightly raised an eyebrow and delivered a crisp slap across the face.

    "Ah!" Caught completely off guard, Xie Qingwu cried out in pain and was directly knocked to the ground, covering her face while glaring at Ye Hanshuang with shock and anger: "You... you dare hit me?"

    "You think you're worthy of calling me sister?" Ye Hanshuang stepped forward, her tall frame bending down to directly block out the sunlight, casting a shadow that enveloped Xie Qingwu. She reached out with her large hand and easily grasped her smooth cheek, saying coldly: "Bitch, understand your identity. You're just a captive my big brother brought back, and you really dare consider yourself my sister-in-law?"

    "Let go of me!" Xie Qingwu shook her head free from her grasp, staring at her with stubborn eyes, trembling with anger as she gritted her teeth: "My relationship with your big brother is a cooperation, not captivity!"

    "Fine, let's say what you said makes sense, but if there's anything else that displeases me, I'll still beat you." Ye Hanshuang crossed her arms over her chest, maintaining her cold beautiful face.

    "You!" Seeing the other party's completely unreasonable attitude, Xie Qingwu looked toward Pei Shaoqing in frustration.

    Pei Shaoqing chuckled lightly: "She's my sister who would risk her life and block blades for me, while you're just my wife in name only. You expect me to speak up for you?"

    Ye Hanshuang hitting someone was exactly what he had instructed.

    "You... you two..." Xie Qingwu felt both angry and wronged, her eyes immediately reddening as tears fell like rain.

    "Alright, alright, you've cried your makeup off." Pei Shaoqing completely changed his previous demeanor, stepping forward to crouch down and gently wipe the tears from the corners of her eyes, then reaching out to pull her into his embrace while looking at Ye Hanshuang with mild reproach: "You too, as a young lady, don't go around hitting people. No matter what, she's still nominally your sister-in-law. Hurry up and apologize."

    "Big sister-in-law, please forgive me. I was impolite." Ye Hanshuang pursed her red lips and spoke stiffly.

    Pei Shaoqing looked down at Xie Qingwu again, his face full of pity as he caressed her swollen cheek: "I was just joking with you earlier. No matter what, although we currently have no marital reality, our fates are already connected in life and death. How could I not side with you?"

    Training, manipulation, playing with emotions.

    Sometimes treating her badly, sometimes well, having those around him play the villain while he played the hero, making her recognize her situation and increasingly depend on him, step by step completely controlling her.

    "You're all bullying me!" In the end, she was just a nineteen-year-old girl who had never traveled far from home. Being treated with such hot and cold treatment, Xie Qingwu, whose heart had been feeling wronged and oppressed these past two days, completely lost emotional control and clung tightly to Pei Shaoqing as her temporary support, wailing loudly.

    Feeling the warm, fragrant softness in his arms, Pei Shaoqing gently patted her jade-like back in comfort while giving Ye Hanshuang a meaningful look, signaling her to leave quickly.

    Ye Hanshuang watched the two embracing tightly, feeling somewhat blocked up inside, but could only close the door and leave.

    General Raccoon nimbly jumped down and followed her.

    "Is the Cavalry General jealous?"

    It ran to Ye Hanshuang's feet and said obsequiously.

    "Aiya, you're killing me!"

    The next second it was kicked flying, heavily smashing against the courtyard wall like a cat pancake and slowly sliding down, lying on the ground with claws extended, crying out dramatically: "Assaulting a superior officer! This is insubordination! A capital offense! A capital offense, meow!"

    Inside the room, after Xie Qingwu had cried and released her emotions, she calmed down and only then realized she was still being held in Pei Shaoqing's embrace. Belatedly, she tried to struggle free.

    "Let go of me."

    But Pei Shaoqing didn't release her, instead holding her even tighter with a playful smile: "When you were hugging me just now, I didn't dodge. It should be fair, shouldn't it?"

    "Then... how long do you plan to hold me?" Thinking of how she had actively embraced Pei Shaoqing and received his careful comfort, Xie Qingwu felt somewhat embarrassed.

    The key point was that if this scoundrel wouldn't let her go, she had no choice.

    Ye Hanshuang's slap earlier had made her realize that she could only rely on Pei Shaoqing now. As long as he didn't cross her bottom line, she didn't want to turn against him.

    But she didn't know that bottom lines were like underwear.

    Once you retreat one step, they'll be completely stripped away.

    Pei Shaoqing pulled her tighter into his arms, resting his head on her fragrant shoulder and closing his eyes as he inhaled the faint hair fragrance: "Just tell your husband about his family situation. Once you finish, I'll let go of my wife."

    "Fine, but you can't deceive me." Xie Qingwu looked at him distrustfully before slowly beginning: "Pei Shaoqing's mother died of illness when he was three. His father, the Marquis of Weiyuan, is now forty-five and has never remarried... He has an elder brother named Shaotang, twenty-seven years old, already married, serving in the military and constantly accompanying father at the northern frontier... Ah!"

    She suddenly cried out, her delicate body instantly tensing, even her toes straightening, because a vital area was being pressed against, making her afraid to move recklessly. Her cheeks flushed red as she glared angrily at Pei Shaoqing: "You..."

    She involuntarily thought of the shadow she had seen on the screen yesterday, feeling frightened.

    "Holding such a beauty as my wife in my arms, wouldn't it be strange if there was no reaction? Continue speaking. Don't worry, since I promised not to touch you, I won't act recklessly." Pei Shaoqing smiled slightly, setting aside the facts, he seemed quite gentlemanly.

    Perhaps because she was at home, for convenience and comfort Xie Qingwu wore only silk-thin ice silkworm fabric under her dress. The cool, smooth material combined with the warm, plump touch of her skin made him unable to help rubbing against it.

    Xie Qingwu bit her red lips tightly and shot him an embarrassed, annoyed glance, just wanting to finish speaking quickly and escape his clutches. Her voice trembling, she continued: "Sister-in-law Nalan Yujin is twenty-five, living separately from elder brother, staying alone in the capital to manage all household affairs... Ah! Don't move around! Because Pei Shaoqing acts absurdly, his relationship with his brother and sister-in-law is poor... Stop..."

    Xie Qingwu really couldn't continue. To prevent herself from making an even bigger fool of herself, she used all her strength to push Pei Shaoqing away.

    Supporting herself with one hand on the ground with difficulty, preventing her body, now drained of strength and weak, from falling, she panted rapidly with her mouth open, her eyes misty but still trying to maintain composure: "Let's stop here for today."

    "Then wife, rest well. I'll have someone heat water for your bath and change of clothes." Pei Shaoqing leaned close to her ear and said considerately, then got up and left, closing the door behind him.

    Although he had promised not to touch Xie Qingwu, that was just appeasement. To more foolproof assume Pei Shaoqing's identity, he had to win over Xie Qingwu and bind her fate to his. If he really couldn't win her over, he could only cruelly destroy the flower.

    After the door closed, Xie Qingwu finally couldn't support herself and collapsed, biting her red lips tightly as she lay on the ground, her heart filled with shame and anger. She had completely embarrassed herself in front of that scoundrel!

    ...........................

    All afternoon, Pei Shaoqing considerately didn't appear before Xie Qingwu again. In the evening, he brought Ye Hanshuang to Hongbin Restaurant. After all, his current persona was someone who didn't know martial arts, so when it was inconvenient for him to act personally, Ye Hanshuang should play her role. Therefore, he needed to bring her along frequently.

    "My lord has arrived! Please take the seat of honor!"

    In the private room, Sun Youliang and Song Youcai, who had changed into casual clothes and waited for a long time, immediately stood up respectfully to greet Pei Shaoqing when they saw him push the door open.

    "I left home a bit late, sorry to keep you waiting." Pei Shaoqing said casually as he walked toward the main seat.

    Sun Youliang poured wine for him while smiling: "Not at all, we came early."

    "Right, right." Song Youcai repeatedly agreed.

    Pei Shaoqing gestured: "Please, sit."

    After simple pleasantries and a few cups of wine to warm up the atmosphere and open the conversation, Pei Shaoqing asked Sun Youliang with curiosity: "Mingde, you passed the Scholar examination at such a young age, why didn't you continue taking the imperial examinations?"

    Mingde was Sun Youliang's courtesy name.

    "It's truly shameful to speak of!" Sun Youliang downed a cup of wine and set it down heavily, remaining silent for a moment before speaking in a low voice: "Although this humble officer practiced martial arts from childhood, I never expected to make a living from it. Instead, I followed my father's dying instructions to study hard in hopes of passing the imperial examinations. Unfortunately, reality forced me to abandon literature for martial arts."

    He once had a childhood sweetheart fiancée, but later she was taken by a passing young nobleman who forced her to become his concubine. Through framing and using connections, the nobleman also stripped him of his scholarly title. To preserve his life and maintain hope of revenge, he could only join the Jingan Guard.

    However, after joining the Jingan Guard, although he worked hard and sought advancement, even going so far as to flatter his superiors, years had passed in the blink of an eye and he remained in the same position, achieving nothing.

    "Outrageous! How could such a thing happen?" After hearing this, Pei Shaoqing looked righteous with indignation, playing with his wine cup as he said to Sun Youliang: "You may be capable in both literature and martial arts and know how to handle affairs, but ultimately your foundation is shallow. Without noble patronage, it's difficult to advance even an inch in officialdom. But if you encounter noble assistance, soaring to great heights is not impossible."

    The meaning in these words was already very clear.

    "I know my lord comes from the capital and is a great personage I could never reach before. I only ask that my lord give me a chance for revenge. This humble person is willing to go through fire and water for you without hesitation!" Sun Youliang immediately kowtowed on the spot.

    "Me too!" Song Youcai immediately dropped his wine cup and knelt down, declaring resolutely: "This humble person is willing to serve my lord like a dog or horse, willing to die ten thousand deaths!"

    "What talk of death and dying? I think you can all live to rise high and achieve success." Pei Shaoqing laughed heartily and set down his wine cup: "Get up, both of you."

    "Thank you, my lord!" both said in unison.

    Pei Shaoqing picked up some food with his chopsticks and said casually: "I'm new here and know very little about the people and affairs of Tongzhou. Tell me about them, starting with Centurion Zheng, County Magistrate Wang, and Squad Leader Chen."

    "Yes, my lord!"

    
      

    

  
    

    Both were locals who had served in the Centurion Office for two or three years. From their mouths, Pei Shaoqing gained a more comprehensive and detailed understanding of Zheng Xuancheng and others.

    Zheng Xuancheng's father-in-law had once been the Centurion of Tongzhou's Centurion Office, later helping him rise to the position. He was deeply rooted in Tongzhou, a genuine local tyrant, and despite neglecting his cultivation, still possessed late-stage Qi Condensation strength.

    County Magistrate Wang was a pure scholar who didn't know martial arts. It was said that he had offended someone while serving in the Hanlin Academy and was thrown to Tongzhou. He had arrived less than two years ago and could barely be considered a good, clean official, quite supported by the local people.

    Chen Zhongyi had been promoted and transferred from the neighboring Bazhou Centurion Office the year before last. He obeyed Zheng Xuancheng's every word. Apart from basic drinking and womanizing, he liked to gamble at gambling houses. His strength was mediocre - late-stage Body Forging Realm.

    After listening, Pei Shaoqing fell into contemplative silence. Wang County Magistrate and Chen Zhongyi were easy to deal with - find an opportunity to kill them, as long as he could handle the aftermath cleanly without leaving evidence.

    This world had no surveillance cameras or other high-tech equipment.

    Solving cases and catching murderers wasn't that easy.

    The difficult one was Zheng Xuancheng. He already had great influence in Tongzhou, and his personal strength was formidable. Even if Pei Shaoqing and Ye Hanshuang attacked together, they wouldn't be his match.

    Since they couldn't kill him through strength,

    Then they could only rely on political power.

    "Speaking of which, are there traces of Xuanhuang Cult activity in our Tongzhou?" Pei Shaoqing asked with feigned curiosity.

    The Xuanhuang Cult was a rebel organization.

    Also called the Xuan Cult, they called themselves the Holy Cult.

    Their status in this world was comparable to the White Lotus Sect in his previous life. They rebelled against every dynasty regardless of which emperor was in power, so even when dynasties changed and new emperors took the throne, they would still try to completely exterminate the Xuanhuang Cult. Yet these rebels were like weeds - impossible to burn completely.

    "Yes! How could there not be!" Song Youcai set down his wine cup and wiped his mouth: "The previous county magistrate was assassinated by Xuanhuang Cult rebels. At that time, our Centurion Office even captured and killed a batch of troublemakers suspected of being connected to the Xuanhuang Cult, but we couldn't catch the real murderer or any big fish. These guys are like rats in sewers, hiding everywhere, lying low during the day and coming out at night, hard to catch."

    "Even such a remote place has them. These guys really are like lingering ghosts, penetrating everywhere." Pei Shaoqing shook his head, but a plan was forming in his mind.

    He observed that Centurion Zheng looked just like a Xuanhuang Cult rebel!

    Otherwise, why hadn't the assassin of the previous county magistrate been caught yet? Why did Xuanhuang Cult rebels dare to operate in Tongzhou? It was because of his protection!

    "You two help me with something."

    Both immediately stood up: "Please give your orders, my lord!"

    Pei Shaoqing gestured for them to sit down while picking up food casually: "Find me some Xuanhuang Cult contraband, preferably catch a cult member."

    This was also a test of their abilities.

    More importantly, it was having them submit their pledge of allegiance.

    "This..." The two exchanged glances. Privately possessing Xuanhuang Cult contraband was a capital offense, and catching a Xuanhuang Cult rebel was even more difficult. However, after only a moment's hesitation, both gritted their teeth and replied: "Yes!"

    Previously they had no opportunities, but now that a chance for promotion and wealth had come, they naturally had to risk everything to seize it.

    After eating and drinking their fill, Song and Sun wanted to invite Pei Shaoqing to the local largest brothel to listen to music, but this noble young master from the capital refused, saying he looked down on those vulgar, common women from the provinces.

    The two then offered to escort him home, since they had drunk quite a bit tonight and feared their newly embraced patron might have an accident - that would leave them nowhere to cry.

    This time Pei Shaoqing didn't refuse.

    He had to give his subordinates opportunities to show their loyalty.

    "My lord, go slowly. Watch the threshold."

    "Take care, my lords! Come back again!"

    The two attentively supported Pei Shaoqing from left and right as they walked out, while the waiter called out loudly from behind.

    "Little junior sister, little junior sister, wait for me!"

    "Hehe, no way! Hurry up, senior brother! Otherwise I'll order your favorite crispy duck first and eat it all without leaving you a bite... Ah!"

    The next second, accompanied by a fragrant breeze, a youthful, beautiful, and adorable young girl rushed in from outside and crashed directly into Pei Shaoqing.

    It was Zhao Zhilan, the beloved disciple of the Iron Sword Sect's master.

    After crying out in surprise, she looked up and recognized Pei Shaoqing whom she had seen during the day. A flash of disgust crossed her eyes, and she immediately stepped back, wanting to go around him.

    "Hey! You woman are so unreasonable! You crash into our lord and want to leave without apologizing?" Song Youcai quickly grabbed her wrist firmly.

    "Ah! You're hurting me!" Zhao Zhilan cried out in pain and instinctively raised her palm to strike Song Youcai.

    Though young, her strength was considerable. Caught off guard, Song Youcai was hit in the chest, lost control of his body and released her, staggering back several steps before steadying himself.

    Zhao Zhilan proudly withdrew her palm, lifting her chin high as she said to Pei Shaoqing: "Control your dog."

    Pei Shaoqing's face immediately turned cold.

    "Insolent! My lord, please step back." Sun Youliang flew into a rage, stepping forward to block Pei Shaoqing while drawing his blade to mercilessly slash at Zhao Zhilan's face.

    "Damn it! Don't hurt my junior sister!" Jiang Yebai, who arrived a step late at the restaurant entrance, saw this scene with shock and anger. His sword shook and the scabbard shot out like an arrow, deflecting Sun Youliang's blade. At the same time, he had already floated near, his long sword striking like a snake straight toward Sun Youliang's chest.

    "Clang!" Ye Hanshuang behind Pei Shaoqing drew her sword in time to block this strike while pulling Sun Youliang behind her, engaging Jiang Yebai in fierce combat.

    Sun Youliang and Song Youcai both shamefully cupped their fists toward Pei Shaoqing: "This subordinate is incompetent!"

    Pei Shaoqing waved his hand expressionlessly and quietly watched Ye Hanshuang fight, gradually frowning.

    As the Iron Sword Sect's eldest disciple, Jiang Yebai was clearly stronger than Ye Hanshuang. Even though her every move was lethal, he countered them step by step, and she was gradually falling into a disadvantage.

    As the two fought, the restaurant suffered - many customers fled and tables and chairs were constantly damaged.

    "Enough! Stop! Do you want to kill an official and rebel?" Seeing that Ye Hanshuang was about to lose and to avoid her getting injured, Pei Shaoqing immediately shouted loudly.

    "Ah!" The anger from seeing his beloved being threatened with a blade instantly receded. Jiang Yebai finally realized what foolish thing he had done. He quickly sheathed his sword, stepped back and bowed with cupped fists: "Please forgive me, my lord!"

    "Hmph!" Ye Hanshuang glared at him coldly with a dark face, sheathed her sword and returned behind Pei Shaoqing.

    "Senior brother." Zhao Zhilan ran to Jiang Yebai's side, tugging at his sleeve while warily glaring at Pei Shaoqing.

    "You can fight well?" Pei Shaoqing looked at Jiang Yebai and asked, then without waiting for an answer, sneered mockingly: "What use is being able to fight! In this world, what matters is strength and background! Daring to attempt assassination of this official - how audacious! Arrest them and lock them up for me to deal with tomorrow."

    Don't underestimate an acting Squad Leader!

    "Yes!" Song Youcai and Sun Youliang rushed forward without hesitation to press down on Zhao Zhilan and Jiang Yebai's shoulders.

    This time the two didn't dare resist. Jiang Yebai said anxiously: "My lord! Please spare my junior sister."

    "Senior brother! Don't beg him! He's clearly making a mountain out of a molehill." Zhao Zhilan said stubbornly.

    "Junior sister, hold your tongue!" Jiang Yebai rarely scolded her, then continued pleading with Pei Shaoqing: "Everything is my fault. I beg my lord's mercy. My junior sister is still young. Please give her a chance."

    Zhao Zhilan, who had never been treated this way by her senior brother and was seeing his humble, weak side for the first time, was stunned. She stood there in a daze as the tall image of her senior brother in her heart gradually crumbled.

    Pei Shaoqing couldn't be bothered. He waved his hand to signal taking them away, casually threw down a bag of silver pieces as compensation to the restaurant, and walked away without looking back.

    "My lord! My lord, please wait! I beg you to show mercy to my junior sister given her young age! My lord!"

    Jiang Yebai continued pleading loudly from behind.

    He could easily break free from Sun Youliang and Song Youcai's control and escape, but he couldn't resist the imperial court and feared implicating his sect, so he didn't dare do so.

    Pei Shaoqing turned a deaf ear to his voice.

    In the end, both were locked in the Centurion Office's prison.

    Zhao Zhilan was fine - without Pei Shaoqing's instructions, no one dared do anything to her. But Jiang Yebai suffered greatly.

    
      

    

  
    

    When Pei Shaoqing arrived home, Xie Qingwu was already asleep.

    Very sensibly sleeping on the floor, with one flawless white foot exposed outside the blanket. It looked delicate yet full, with smooth lines along the arch, faint blue veins barely visible, slender ankles with distinct bones, and soft, delicate skin on the sole with a hint of pale pink. Her ten toes were long and well-proportioned.

    Pei Shaoqing couldn't help but look a few more times. He wasn't a foot fetishist, just purely enjoyed appreciating beautiful things. He would react the same way to legs, buttocks, breasts, or faces.

    Simply put, he wasn't narrow-minded - he was into everything.

    It was already late, and he was too lazy to have someone bring water for washing. He went over, grabbed the snoring General Raccoon from the bed and tossed it aside, kicked off his boots and lay down with his head on the pillow.

    After being thrown to the ground, General Raccoon didn't even grunt. It got up yawning, shook its fur, lightly leaped onto the dressing table and found a comfortable position to continue sleeping.

    It was so practiced it was heartbreaking.

    Pei Shaoqing slept soundly.

    But someone couldn't sleep.

    In the main hall of the Mo residence in Tongzhou City, Gongsun Yi paced anxiously back and forth while his wife Liu Yuheng sat worriedly nearby, her delicate brows tightly furrowed.

    Because their eldest and youngest disciples, whom they regarded as their own children, had gone out together in the evening and still hadn't returned.

    "Brother Gongsun and sister-in-law needn't worry. I've already sent people to look for them. Young people like to have fun - they might have gotten carried away and forgotten the time, or gotten drunk somewhere. As long as they're still in the city, I believe we'll have news soon." Mo Wengui, the head of the Mo family, consoled them.

    He and Gongsun Yi were old friends who had once traveled the jianghu together in their youth. Later, tired of conflicts, he had returned to his hometown in Tongzhou to marry, have children, and establish his lineage. Now he was quite renowned locally.

    This time Gongsun Yi had come to Tongzhou to visit him.

    Gongsun Yi sighed and said apologetically: "These two rebellious disciples have caused trouble for Brother Mo."

    "Brother Gongsun, you're being too formal..."

    "Master! Master!" Just then the steward hurried over, panting as he said: "There's news, master! Disaster has struck! Young Master Jiang and Miss Zhao had a conflict with the newly arrived Squad Leader Pei of the Jingan Guard at Hongbin Restaurant and even drew weapons. They've been arrested. According to the innkeeper, it seems Miss Zhao was rude first."

    "What!" Liu Yuheng's face turned pale as she shot to her feet, her ample bosom trembling. She looked at her husband with extreme anxiety: "Senior brother, the Jingan Guard prison is like hell on earth, no place for humans. Who knows how much Yebai and Lan'er will suffer once they're in there. We must find a way to rescue them quickly!"

    "How dare these two rebellious disciples! It's all because you've spoiled them!" Gongsun Yi gritted his teeth, took a deep breath to calm himself and looked at Mo Wengui: "Brother Mo, we're strangers in Tongzhou. I'm afraid we can only ask you to step forward."

    "This matter is difficult!" Mo Wengui shook his head helplessly and sighed: "I have some friendship with Centurion Zheng. If it were someone else, even a Squad Leader, I could present generous gifts and have them released. But this newly arrived Squad Leader Pei is someone with connections to heaven.

    According to Squad Leader Chen Zhongyi, he's the young master of the Marquis of Weiyuan's household, exiled to Tongzhou for making mistakes. But no matter what, he's still of noble blood. Moreover, I hear this person is arrogant and domineering, unable to tolerate the slightest slight, so even Centurion Zheng humors him. Since Nephew Jiang and the others drew weapons against him, my intervention probably won't have much effect."

    Daring to raise sword and blade against nobility - even immortals couldn't save them.

    "Ah! This... what should we do?" The usually dignified and composed Liu Yuheng lost her composure and was nearly in tears, biting her lips with tears glistening as she looked at her husband: "Senior brother, say something!"

    Gongsun Yi remained silent. After a while, he looked at Mo Wengui and said with a hoarse voice: "Thank you, Brother Mo. I won't put you in a difficult position. Please allow my wife and me to discuss privately whether there's any solution."

    "Sigh, I'm sorry, Brother Gongsun." Mo Wengui apologetically excused himself and left with his servants.

    It wasn't that he was disloyal - he now had sons and daughters with a large family and business, so there were some matters he truly didn't dare get involved in.

    "Senior brother!" Liu Yuheng's face was deathly pale as she looked at her husband with tears streaming down like pear blossoms in rain: "What should we do?"

    Gongsun Yi helplessly closed his eyes.

    "Don't worry, I absolutely won't abandon them."

    ...........................

    "My lord, my lord?"

    Calls came from outside the room.

    Pei Shaoqing sat up from the bed: "What is it?"

    The other person and cat were also awakened. General Raccoon immediately jumped over to light the lamp, illuminating the room. Xie Qingwu sat up somewhat confused, the silk quilt sliding down. Her undergarment was somewhat disheveled, the collar half-open, revealing her delicate collarbone and a glimpse of moist, fair curves.

    "Sun Youliang requests an audience, saying he has urgent business."

    Pei Shaoqing frowned. For Sun Youliang to visit in the middle of the night and disturb his sleep meant it must be urgent business.

    "Prepare tea and arrange for him to wait in the main hall."

    "Yes, my lord."

    "Continue sleeping." Pei Shaoqing said to Xie Qingwu, then put on his clothes and shoes and left the room.

    In the main hall, Sun Youliang, who had been waiting quietly, immediately stood and bowed when he saw Pei Shaoqing: "This subordinate has come uninvited and disturbed my lord's sleep. Please forgive me."

    "Enough, there's no need for such empty courtesies between us." Pei Shaoqing waved his hand and asked directly: "What urgent matter brings you here so late?"

    "My lord." Sun Youliang looked around.

    Pei Shaoqing waved his hand: "Everyone withdraw."

    "Yes." Several servants bowed their heads and left.

    Only then did Sun Youliang step forward two paces and report in a low voice with a grave expression: "My lord, Brother Song and I personally 'entertained' the thief who dared draw weapons before you tonight. That little girl couldn't bear seeing her senior brother tortured so inhumanely that she revealed a secret in exchange for us to stop."

    "What secret?" Pei Shaoqing slightly raised an eyebrow.

    Sun Youliang lowered his voice even more: "They are disciples of the Iron Sword Sect from neighboring Bazhou County. The reason they came to our Tongzhou is to seek an immortal's relic."

    "Oh?" Pei Shaoqing's expression became serious as he urgently prompted: "Tell me everything in detail."

    According to his understanding, the so-called immortals in this world were naturally not true immortals, but cultivators.

    Although after spiritual energy became depleted, various cultivation methods became useless, the magical treasures and spiritual pills left behind by former cultivators were still coveted by the world.

    Various sects, aristocratic families, and even the emperor sent people everywhere to search for these relics.

    "Yes!" Sun Youliang began to elaborate further.

    According to Zhao Zhilan, their trip to Tongzhou was ostensibly to visit an old friend of their master living here - Mo Wengui.

    But she had accidentally overheard her master and master's wife talking at night and learned the true purpose of this trip was to seek the immortal relic recently obtained by the Mo family. As for how her master knew this secret, she didn't know.

    "They just arrived in Tongzhou today and have already moved into the Mo residence. The Mo family has relied on martial force to bully the people locally for years, accumulating considerable wealth and reputation. That Gongsun Yi also has a reputation in the jianghu for being benevolent and righteous, and the two happen to be old friends.

    So I speculate he wants to first move into the Mo residence and then plan carefully, preferably obtaining the treasure quietly and leaving to avoid damaging his reputation and letting word leak out to attract others' attention." Sun Youliang said gravely.

    Pei Shaoqing pondered silently. After a long while, he patted Sun Youliang's shoulder: "You did very well."

    "Being valued by my lord is heaven's blessing. How dare this subordinate have inappropriate thoughts?" Sun Youliang said with lowered head.

    When he first learned this news, he had been tempted too.

    But reason quickly overcame greed.

    "Are Zhao Zhilan and the other being watched?"

    Sun Youliang replied: "Brother Song is still there."

    Pei Shaoqing paced in place, thinking silently, his expression changing several times as his mind raced.

    Sun Youliang held his breath and didn't dare disturb him.

    "My lord, there's a man outside claiming to be Iron Sword Sect Master Gongsun Yi requesting an audience with you." Just then, the steward Chen Youfu hurried in with small steps to report.

    Pei Shaoqing and Sun Youliang immediately exchanged glances.

    
      

    

  
    

    In the main hall of the Pei residence, lights blazed brightly.

    Pei Shaoqing sat in the seat of honor, watching the middle-aged couple he had seen from afar during the day arrive together in haste. The mature beauty's ample bosom rose and fell with her hurried steps, trembling continuously.

    As soon as they entered, both bowed in unison: "Gongsun Yi of Bazhou's Iron Sword Sect and my humble wife pay respects to Lord Pei!"

    "Sect Master Gongsun, what great audacity you have! Your beloved disciple's attempted assassination of this official is tantamount to rebellion, yet you dare come to my door voluntarily? What, do you intend to use your martial cultivation to force this official to release them?" Pei Shaoqing said coldly.

    "This humble person dares not!" Gongsun Yi adopted an extremely humble posture, constantly bowing with his head lowered, speaking respectfully: "When children are not taught properly, it's the father's fault. Both were raised by my wife and me. Though I'm called master, I'm truly like a father. Since my undisciplined disciples offended my lord, I cannot escape responsibility, so I've come voluntarily to apologize and request punishment."

    "Hmph!" Pei Shaoqing angrily slammed the table, rising abruptly and pointing at him: "You don't think this will make me forgive them, do you? From childhood to now, this young master has never faced the danger of sword and blade threatening his life!"

    "Please calm your anger, my lord!" Gongsun Yi raised his head to look at him: "Please dismiss your attendants first."

    At this moment, only Sun Youliang stood beside Pei Shaoqing.

    He waved his hand: "No need. This is my trusted confidant. Say whatever you have to say directly."

    Sun Youliang immediately showed a moved expression.

    Gongsun Yi took a deep breath, staring at Pei Shaoqing's face as he slowly said: "My rebellious disciples have committed grave errors. I know both deserve punishment, but as their master and father, I truly cannot bear to watch them die. I have information about an immortal's relic that I'm willing to offer to the young master, only asking to exchange it for my disciples' lives."

    Liu Yuheng beside him bit her red lips tightly. She deeply understood how much pain and psychological pressure her husband endured in saying these words, because this had been the opportunity he viewed as the chance to revitalize the Iron Sword Sect, now turned to nothing.

    However, she was also very comforted. She had never misjudged him - even though senior brother occasionally acted against his conscience for the sake of revitalizing the Iron Sword Sect, he remained that same loyal, flesh-and-blood senior brother.

    Sun Youliang suddenly looked up at Pei Shaoqing.

    Pei Shaoqing was also surprised. He hadn't expected Gongsun Yi to confess this matter to him in order to save his disciples.

    Gongsun Yi, who had been watching Pei Shaoqing's expression changes, thought "as expected" when he saw this, knowing Lan'er had already spoken. Though disappointed, he was also extremely relieved.

    Using this information to exchange for his beloved disciples' lives was both a desperate measure and based on his speculation that the inexperienced Zhao Zhilan, who had never suffered hardship, might voluntarily reveal this matter for various reasons after entering the Jingan Guard prison.

    Fortunately he had done this, otherwise not only would his beloved disciples die, but the Iron Sword Sect would also be in danger. He had always viewed those in power with the utmost malicious intent.

    At the same time, he felt deeply powerless. Even though he was a mighty Wandering Dragon Realm expert, facing Pei Shaoqing, this marquis household's young master, he could only hand over the treasure.

    But precisely because he had been harmed by power, he also fully recognized the wonder of power and gained some understanding. To revitalize the sect, he couldn't rely only on himself but also needed the court. If he could take this opportunity to curry favor with Pei Shaoqing, the situation wouldn't be too bad.

    Although Pei Shaoqing had been exiled for his mistakes, blood between father and son was thicker than water - how could there truly be no care forever?

    Moreover, if Pei Shaoqing hadn't "fallen" to Tongzhou, even if he wanted to curry favor, he wouldn't have the chance.

    "The location of an immortal's relic, offered just like that - Sect Master Gongsun's love for his disciples is truly moving." Pei Shaoqing clicked his tongue in admiration, but then his tone suddenly changed: "To tell you the truth, your little disciple, unable to bear seeing her senior brother suffer, has already confessed this information.

    I was just about to seek Centurion Zheng to use tonight's assassination attempt against me as grounds to charge your Iron Sword Sect with contempt for imperial authority and murderous rebellion, and add a charge of harboring accomplices to the Mo residence, proposing that I personally lead forces to exterminate you all.

    I planned to kill every last one of you and monopolize the treasure, but unexpectedly you came to my door first. This really puts me in a difficult position."

    He wasn't frightening them - he had really been thinking this just now.

    After all, if he wanted to monopolize the immortal's relic, he had to kill all the Mo family and Iron Sword Sect members who knew about it. Even if he couldn't kill them all cleanly, he had to label them as rebels - that way, even if word leaked out, no one would believe rebels' words.

    Framing and exterminating the Iron Sword Sect just because their disciples had offended him, though extreme, fit his persona as the ruthless, domineering Young Master Pei, and wouldn't make Centurion Zheng suspicious of his true motives.

    However, now he had a better method.

    "Ah... you!" Liu Yuheng, who had remained silent, looked up in shock, her red lips gaping wide, staring at Pei Shaoqing with a face full of disbelief, both surprised and terrified.

    She never imagined there could be such a ruthless person.

    Even though Gongsun Yi was mentally prepared, hearing these words still shocked him into a cold sweat. But he also knew that since Pei Shaoqing had revealed this, it meant he had abandoned the idea, and he knew what Pei Shaoqing wanted to hear.

    Various thoughts of revitalizing the sect, saving his beloved disciples, and gaining fame flashed through his mind. Finally, he gritted his teeth and knelt down: "Please spare my Iron Sword Sect, my lord. This humble person is willing to obtain the immortal's relic for you and offer it with both hands. From now on, the Iron Sword Sect will be at your disposal, serving you faithfully through fire and water!"

    Watching her once-proud senior brother now kneeling at the feet of a young boy, Liu Yuheng was deeply shaken, but more than that, she felt heartache, knowing he was doing this all for Lan'er and Yebai, for the Iron Sword Sect.

    And the Iron Sword Sect was what her father had left behind.

    "Senior brother!" she called out with heartache.

    Gongsun Yi slightly shook his head at her.

    "Excellent! Sect Master Gongsun, please rise quickly." Pei Shaoqing laughed heartily, stepping forward to personally help him up: "Since Sect Master Gongsun is willing to help me obtain that immortal's relic, you've saved me so much trouble! Mingde, you'll be responsible for cooperating with Sect Master Gongsun. This matter cannot leak out. I just observed the celestial signs - the Mo residence will have a bloody disaster tonight."

    Gongsun Yi's choice didn't surprise him, because just from his targeting his friend's treasure, regardless of the reasons, it already showed he wasn't some benevolent gentleman, at most a hypocrite like himself.

    "Yes, sir!" Sun Youliang replied with a sinister smile.

    Gongsun Yi felt his scalp tingle, naturally understanding Pei Shaoqing's meaning. The immortal's relic had to be obtained, and all the Mo family members who knew about it had to be killed to silence them, while Sun Youliang was the person to help (monitor) him do all this.

    This was also the pledge of allegiance the Iron Sword Sect was submitting.

    He had no choice in this matter. Moreover, when he had targeted the Mo family's immortal relic, he had already had such thoughts. Gritting his teeth, he replied: "This humble person obeys."

    "Go then. When the immortal's relic is obtained will be when your two beloved disciples are released. Don't worry, they won't suffer anymore inside." Pei Shaoqing said with a smile.

    Gongsun Yi immediately took his leave with his wife.

    Pei Shaoqing watched their retreating figures with an indifferent smile: "I really didn't expect such an unexpected harvest."

    Being able to obtain the immortal's relic effortlessly through Gongsun Yi meant he naturally didn't need to take risks with major upheaval.

    Moreover, being able to use the marquis household's tiger skin to recruit such a jianghu sect would be greatly beneficial for his future.

    Now that he had official status and background, he didn't want to be stuck in Tongzhou forever. He also wanted advancement, to rise high and gain power over the court and command the jianghu!

    So he needed to increase his strength and expand his influence.

    "Congratulations to my lord on gaining the Iron Sword Sect's allegiance!" Sun Youliang followed Pei Shaoqing's gaze to Liu Yuheng's full, upturned buttocks and said with a smile: "That Madam Gongsun has buttocks as big as a millstone. I wonder if Sect Master Gongsun can handle it. If not, perhaps my lord could assist."

    "What nonsense are you spouting? Alright, go back and rest. Keep a close eye on Gongsun Yi." Pei Shaoqing said.

    He never paid attention to his subordinates' women.

    Unless the subordinate voluntarily offered his wife or sister.

    "Yes, this subordinate takes his leave."

    ...........................

    "Senior brother, you were wronged just now." After leaving the Pei residence, Liu Yuheng comforted her husband with a face full of heartache.

    "Sigh." Gongsun Yi slightly shook his head, grasping his wife's slightly calloused small hand: "As long as we can rescue Yebai and Lan'er, it's good. It's just that we have to wrong Brother Mo for this, which truly fills me with guilt!"

    Liu Yuheng also felt reluctant. She opened her mouth but finally leaned against his shoulder and said softly: "No matter what senior brother does, I will always support you."

    "Junior sister." Gongsun Yi's expression was moved.

    Liu Yuheng smiled gently, then lifted her head from his shoulder and said seriously: "But senior brother should stay away from that Pei Shaoqing. When this person looked at me during the day, his eyes carried lewdness. His intentions are improper."

    Gongsun Yi's expression stiffened as he said: "Junior sister might have seen wrong. What kind of woman can't Young Master Pei obtain? Of course, I'm not saying junior sister isn't beautiful, but you're already married and much older than him."

    Then he sighed again: "Moreover, we no longer have a choice. I only hope we can use Pei Shaoqing's power to revitalize the Iron Sword Sect. Otherwise, when I go to the underworld in the future, what face will I have to meet master and master's wife?"

    "Then perhaps I saw wrong." Liu Yuheng suppressed her grievance and forced a smile. Senior brother was already mentally exhausted enough - she shouldn't add to his troubles.

    Gongsun Yi pursed his lips and gently stroked his beloved wife's hand.

    
      

    

  
    

    That night, the Gongsun Yi couple moved out of the Mo residence.

    The next morning, the Mo residence reeked of blood.

    A passing merchant saw the Mo residence's main gate wide open and went in to check, only to find corpses everywhere. He hurriedly reported to the authorities.

    The county yamen's constables arrived at the scene first, determined it was the work of martial artists, and immediately transferred the case to the Jingan Guard.

    The government didn't interfere with general jianghu grudges and fighting between martial artists, but if they dared kill people within the city, especially ordinary people, the government would inevitably intervene, with the local Jingan Guard directly responsible for catching the murderer.

    Under heaven, all land belongs to the king; within the four seas, all people are the king's subjects. If martial artists were allowed to harm common people at will, where would the court's dignity be? Where would the emperor's majesty be? Wouldn't this encourage martial artists to act recklessly and shake the foundation of rule?

    "Outrageous! Since I took office, apart from the Xuanhuang Cult rebels assassinating the county magistrate two years ago, such a horrific murder case has never occurred in Tongzhou!"

    When Zheng Xuancheng learned of this matter, he was having breakfast with his family. He immediately flew into a rage, angrily rising and directly overturning his bowl onto the table.

    His family members were all frightened into silence, not daring to speak.

    "What's there to eat? Everyone get out!" Zheng Xuancheng waved his hand with a dark face, driving away his wives, concubines, and children.

    It was already July, and in a few more months it would be year-end. With such a murder case occurring in his jurisdiction, if the perpetrator couldn't be caught in the end, it would inevitably affect his year-end evaluation.

    He had already lost a promotion opportunity two years ago because the Xuanhuang Cult's assassination of the county magistrate case went unsolved. Now this fucking blood case had suddenly occurred this year - how could he not be furious?

    Moreover, daring to kill so brazenly in his jurisdiction showed they didn't take him seriously at all.

    Those with high skills were bold - they would definitely be difficult to catch.

    After everyone left, Chen Zhongyi, who had come to report, cupped his hands and said in a low voice: "My lord, you really don't need to be so angry. This is different from the Xuanhuang Cult's official assassination case two years ago. Regardless of the outcome, whether the real culprit is caught or not, the blame won't fall on you."

    "Oh?" Zheng Xuancheng was startled, then suddenly realized: "Have Pei Shaoqing take charge of this case?"

    "My lord is wise!" Chen Zhongyi flattered him with a fawning smile: "No matter what, he's still the son of the Marquis of Weiyuan. Although he was exiled for his mistakes, he hasn't been removed from the family register. Apart from us small people who are forced into desperate situations, probably no one wants to offend him.

    So having him take charge of this case, even if the investigation is ultimately unsuccessful, the higher-ups won't severely punish our Centurion Office for it. At most it'll be a slap on the wrist, and they won't be too serious about affecting your evaluation, my lord."

    After pausing, he added with some resentment: "Moreover, didn't he just take on the acting Squad Leader position? It's exactly the time for him to perform. If the case isn't solved, it's his responsibility. If the case is solved, then it's all because of your excellent judgment and leadership, my lord!"

    Damn it, it took him a full ten years to climb to the Squad Leader position! How many asses had he kissed, how many stinking feet had he flattered, how many times had he risked his life, how much money had he sent? How could his heart not be unbalanced?

    "So that brat would make a good scapegoat. If it weren't for Her Ladyship's pressure and the fact that there's no turning back, I really wouldn't want to kill him." Zheng Xuancheng stroked the small beard on his chin, squinted his eyes and pondered for a moment: "Summon Pei Shaoqing to see this official."

    "Yes!" Chen Zhongyi replied with cupped fists. After taking two steps, he remembered something else he hadn't mentioned and stopped: "Oh, my lord, Pei Shaoqing arrested two people last night."

    "I know about this matter." Zheng Xuancheng waved his hand.

    He not only knew why Pei Shaoqing had arrested those two people, but also knew that Sun Youliang had gone to see Pei Shaoqing late at night about this matter. However, apart from instructing Chen Youfu to monitor strictly and report at any time, he didn't take it to heart.

    ...........................

    Pei Shaoqing, the mastermind behind the Mo family murder case, was sitting in his study appreciating his spoils of war, holding a jade pendant carved with various beast patterns and examining it carefully.

    General Raccoon lay at one end of the desk licking its fur.

    Below, Sun Youliang, Gongsun Yi, and Liu Yuheng all stood quietly with lowered heads, not daring to make a sound.

    "This is that immortal's relic?" Pei Shaoqing withdrew his gaze from the jade pendant and looked at the three people below.

    Gongsun Yi hurriedly looked toward Sun Youliang.

    Sun Youliang immediately answered: "My lord, I personally extracted this information from the Mo family members' mouths."

    Pei Shaoqing didn't respond and waved his hand.

    The three people bowed and all withdrew outside the door.

    "My lord, could it be that they deceived us?" General Raccoon, having finished grooming, raised its head and said suspiciously.

    "They probably wouldn't dare." Pei Shaoqing shook his head. Thinking of various novels he had read in his previous life, he immediately placed the jade pendant flat on the table, bit his finger and dripped a drop of blood onto it.

    One person and one cat stared intently.

    However, nothing mysterious happened.

    Pei Shaoqing frowned. Damn it, these cultivators didn't even provide product manuals.

    "My lord, let this subject try." General Raccoon spoke while biting its toe and stepping on the jade pendant.

    The jade pendant instantly burst forth with a faint light.

    General Raccoon was overjoyed: "My lord, look quickly!"

    Without it saying so, Pei Shaoqing had already seen it.

    Obviously some kind of mystical reaction had occurred.

    Soon, General Raccoon's blood was completely absorbed by the jade pendant, and the glowing light gradually disappeared.

    Pei Shaoqing immediately turned to look at General Raccoon.

    "My lord, this is a storage treasure from my demon race predecessors. Only this subject can use it. Please grant it to me!" General Raccoon said with dancing eyebrows.

    Indeed, my lord is truly my lucky star!

    Pei Shaoqing's face darkened. I worked so hard to obtain this immortal's relic, only to make you the beneficiary?

    General Raccoon quickly added: "My lord, there are things stored inside the jade pendant. This subject can take them out."

    "Then hurry up. The things are mine, the jade pendant is yours." Pei Shaoqing's furrowed brow relaxed.

    The next second, a long robe of primarily black with red accents appeared on the table, along with an unnamed book.

    Pei Shaoqing stared at General Raccoon: "That's it?"

    "That's it." The raccoon cat shook its round head.

    Pei Shaoqing narrowed his eyes: "Really nothing else?"

    "Really nothing else! My lord above, how dare this subject commit the crime of deceiving the sovereign?" General Raccoon immediately became anxious, standing upright and beating its chest: "How can my lord doubt this subject's complete loyalty? It truly chills this cat's heart!"

    "Alright, alright, get lost." Pei Shaoqing disappointedly waved his hand. Just this little stuff? It seemed this "immortal" hadn't done very well in life either.

    "Thank you for the reward, my lord! This subject takes leave!" General Raccoon happily picked up the jade pendant in its mouth, jumped down from the desk and ran outside.

    Pei Shaoqing ignored it, drew his knife and tentatively poked at the robe. It didn't penetrate, couldn't even leave a mark. He was immediately overjoyed, realizing it was a good item. After putting it on, his defense would increase by at least +100.

    He no longer had to worry about being easily cut down.

    Then he looked at the book without a cover or title, or more accurately, a notebook?

    Hmm, he liked reading notebooks.

    He immediately picked it up and opened to the first page.

    "Year 528 of the Nine Provinces Calendar, May 6th. The 3rd year after I accidentally consumed a spirit pill and transformed. Relying on my human form's advantages, I successfully joined the Heavenly Demon Palace and was accepted as a disciple by Elder Heavenly Fire of the outer sect, embarking on the path of cultivation. From today, I've decided to record everything that happens each day."

    So it was a diary.

    Who among decent people writes diaries these days?

    Oh, it wasn't written by a person, so never mind.

    Pei Shaoqing briefly flipped through the thickness. This diary owner had quite a short life, with only a few hundred entries in total.

    However, it could help him glimpse into the cultivation world from thousands of years ago and satisfy his curiosity.

    Just then, Sun Youliang's voice suddenly came from outside the door: "My lord, the Centurion has sent someone to summon you."

    "Mm." Pei Shaoqing responded, then took off his gorgeous brocade robe, put on the black robe that was suspected to be a defensive magical treasure, and walked out with the diary.

    Gongsun Yi hurriedly spoke: "My lord..."

    "Your disciples will be released soon. You and your wife wait for me in the residence." Pei Shaoqing interrupted him.

    The Gongsun couple breathed a sigh of relief: "Thank you, my lord!"

    Sun Youliang quickly followed his superior.

    Pei Shaoqing first found General Raccoon to store the diary in the jade pendant, then brought the white-clothed, sword-embracing, heroic-looking Ye Hanshuang to the Zheng residence.

    
      

    

  
    

    "Greetings to the Centurion."

    "Squad Leader Pei has arrived, please take a seat quickly." Zheng Xuancheng set down the book in his hands. "Someone, bring tea."

    "Has Your Honor summoned me regarding last night's bloody case at the Mo residence?" Pei Shaoqing asked with clear understanding.

    "It seems Squad Leader Pei is already aware." Zheng Xuancheng sighed and slammed his palm on the table, saying in a heavy voice: "The murderer shows no regard for law and order, with methods so cruel they are appalling. Until this criminal is caught, I cannot rest easy for even a day. My subordinates are all useless - they failed to catch the Xuanhuang Cult rebels who killed officials two years ago, and this time I dare not pin my hopes on them either. Would Squad Leader Pei be willing to take on this burden?"

    "Naturally, I accept." Pei Shaoqing agreed to the matter with an arrogant expression, then continued: "I already have some thoughts on this case. In my view, it's extremely likely to be the work of Xuanhuang Cult rebels again. After all, besides them, who else would dare to be so audaciously reckless? Combined with the fact that the official-killers from two years ago were never captured, it has only emboldened their arrogance."

    The Xuanhuang Cult was like a basket - anything could be thrown into it.

    The key was that he also planned to use the Xuanhuang Cult to frame Zheng Xuancheng, but these people were too hard to find. He couldn't rely solely on Song Youcai and Sun Youliang. This case was perfect for testing whether he could force them to reveal some traces.

    Surely they wouldn't be willing to take the blame lying down, right?

    "Squad Leader Pei speaks truly." Upon hearing this, Zheng Xuancheng felt it made some sense. He harbored deep hatred for the Xuanhuang Cult that had ruined his career prospects. "Then I'll trouble Squad Leader Pei to root out these skulking rats. If you need any assistance, feel free to come find me."

    The Xuanhuang Cult was not easy to deal with. If Pei Shaoqing truly found some clues, he would share the credit. If nothing was found, the higher-ups couldn't blame him too harshly. And if he died at the hands of the Xuanhuang Cult rebels, he would have an explanation for Consort Wan.

    No matter the outcome, he was guaranteed to win.

    "Please rest assured, Your Honor. They're just stinking rats in the gutter - watch me capture them with ease." Pei Shaoqing stood up and clasped his fists, raising his head with a disdainful expression.

    What an arrogant and ignorant child, Zheng Xuancheng sneered inwardly, but said aloud: "Truly worthy of the saying 'heroes emerge young.' Let me toast Squad Leader Pei with tea in place of wine, wishing you new achievements. After the case is solved, we'll drink heartily."

    "I borrow Your Honor's auspicious words." Pei Shaoqing picked up the freshly served tea, took a sip, then set it down. "This subordinate takes his leave."

    "I won't see you out." Zheng Xuancheng nodded.

    Outside the Zheng residence, Sun Youliang, who had been waiting with the horses, immediately approached when he saw Pei Shaoqing emerge. "My lord."

    "Pass my orders: within the time it takes to brew a cup of tea, have the five Squad Leaders and their men report to the Centurion Office for orders."

    Sun Youliang immediately responded: "Yes!"

    He then handed the horse to Pei Shaoqing and turned to run off.

    Pei Shaoqing mounted his horse and headed for the Centurion Office.

    "Good morning, Squad Leader Pei."

    "Greetings, Squad Leader Pei."

    Upon arriving at the Centurion Office, the officials coming and going all stopped to greet him with pleasant expressions.

    Pei Shaoqing went straight to his official chamber.

    Several of his subordinate Squad Leaders arrived intermittently.

    "This subordinate Shen Zhen greets my lord."

    "This subordinate Ye Guoyun pays respects to my lord."

    "This subordinate Li Jun greets the Squad Leader."

    Above, behind his desk, Pei Shaoqing was flipping through a book he had casually picked up from the table, seemingly oblivious to the three men entering, much less hearing their words.

    The three men maintained their bowing, fist-clasping posture, standing motionless in place.

    During this time, Jingan Guards continued arriving and assembling in the courtyard outside the official chamber. Soon, all fifty men under Pei Shaoqing's command had arrived and were standing by for orders.

    After nearly the time it takes to brew tea, Pei Shaoqing finally set down his book and said indifferently: "Rise."

    "Thank you, my lord!" The three anxious men finally breathed a sigh of relief, straightened up, and stepped aside to await orders.

    Pei Shaoqing then asked: "Who else hasn't arrived?"

    "Reporting to my lord, Squad Leaders Gao Yunliang and Zhou Yong have not yet arrived," replied Ye Guoyun, the eldest at an estimated thirty-plus years, stepping forward first.

    As soon as he finished speaking, voices came from outside.

    "We're here! Here, here! We've arrived!"

    Two disheveled men then stumbled into the room, both bowing and clasping their fists in salute.

    "Gao Yunliang (Zhou Yong) greets the Squad Leader!"

    Pei Shaoqing stared at the two men without responding.

    The two men, who had just rushed from a brothel, knew they were late. Sweating profusely, they lowered their heads and dared not make a sound.

    "My tea has gone cold," Pei Shaoqing said.

    The two men immediately knelt down. "Please forgive us, my lord!"

    "Bang!" Pei Shaoqing grabbed his teacup and smashed it in front of the two men. Flying shards left several small cuts on their faces, but neither dared even grunt.

    "Forgiveness? The Jingan Guard are the Emperor's personal troops. Disrespecting military orders and delaying military affairs is punishable by death!" Pei Shaoqing raised the stakes with harsh rebuke, but then his tone shifted and softened slightly. "However, this officer is merciful and will spare your lives, but you are no longer worthy of the name 'Jingan.' Guards! Strip them of their official robes!"

    "Yes!" Sun Youliang and Song Youcai immediately rushed in with several men to pin down the two kneeling figures.

    The three onlookers - Shen Zhen and the others - exchanged glances, all knowing that Zhou and Gao were purely unlucky, having run into Pei Shaoqing's demonstration of authority through making an example of them.

    But Sun Youliang knew these two weren't purely unlucky, because after learning they had spent the night drunk at a brothel, he had deliberately delayed delivering the message.

    After all, if no one made mistakes, how could Lord Pei, as acting Squad Leader, establish his authority? And without vacant positions, how could Lord Pei promote loyal subordinates like himself?

    A subordinate must always help ease his superior's burdens!

    And incidentally seek benefits for himself.

    "My lord, please forgive us! We beg for your mercy!"

    Zhou Yong and Gao Yunliang struggled and shouted.

    "Drag them out!" Pei Shaoqing waved his hand.

    "Let go of me! Let go!" Zhou Yong's face flushed red as he resisted, cursing in desperation: "Pei Shaoqing, what loyal subject are you pretending to be? If not for your family's influence, what right do you have to rank above us..."

    As soon as he said this, everyone's faces changed dramatically.

    The next moment, a figure appeared like a ghost. Ye Hanshuang materialized beside Zhou Yong from behind Pei Shaoqing. Her sword flashed like cold light through the air, and instantly his head separated from his body. Blood gushed from the severed neck as Ye Hanshuang gripped the head by its hair, blood dripping steadily.

    Everyone in the courtyard cried out in shock.

    But those in the room remained dead silent.

    Gao Yunliang, splattered with blood, went completely limp, sweating like rain, crying out in panic: "I accept punishment! I accept! I accept!"

    Pei Shaoqing waved his hand expressionlessly.

    Two Jingan Guards immediately dragged Gao Yunliang away.

    "This wretch Zhou Yong defied superior orders and attempted to assassinate this officer - he deserved death! Guards, clean up the scene." Pei Shaoqing defined the nature of Zhou Yong's death.

    No one was foolish enough to cry injustice for him.

    Ye Hanshuang casually tossed the head aside, sheathed her sword with a cold expression, and returned to stand behind Pei Shaoqing.

    Pei Shaoqing continued: "The vacant Squad Leader positions will be temporarily filled by Song Youcai and Sun Youliang. After I report to the Centurion, I'll secure official appointments for you both."

    "Thank you for the promotion, my lord!" Sun Youliang and Song Youcai were overjoyed, immediately kneeling on one knee and clasping their fists in gratitude.

    "Rise," Pei Shaoqing waved his hand.

    Both men shouted in unison: "Thank you, my lord!"

    Pei Shaoqing sat calmly above, his gaze slowly sweeping over his five subordinates as he said gravely: "At dawn, the entire Mo household was slaughtered. This case is now under my responsibility. I suspect this to be the work of Xuanhuang Cult rebels. You will immediately conduct a city-wide search for suspicious persons. Even if you have to turn Tongzhou upside down, find the murderer!"

    "Yes, my lord!" the five responded in unison.

    "Go," Pei Shaoqing nodded, then added: "Squad Leaders Sun and Song, bring men and accompany me to the scene to see if there's anything to be gained."

    "Yes!" Sun and Song stepped forward in response.

    Pei Shaoqing took the lead walking outside.

    In the courtyard, fifty men stood at attention like a forest, saluting in unison: "Greetings, my lord!"

    Pei Shaoqing's expression remained indifferent. Without responding, he walked calmly through the crowd with one hand on his sword, composed and confident.

    "Follow me."

    Sun Youliang and Song Youcai selected men to follow.
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